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ABSTRACT
BEATING THE ODDS:
SUCCESSFULLY FOLLOWING A LONG-TERM PASTOR
by
Richard A. Danielson
The purpose of this study was to identify the factors considered dominant in
successful and unsuccessful pastoral transitions by pastors who have followed a long-
term predecessor. Too often, the successor in such transitions becomes an unintentional
interim pastor. This study sought to gather information on successful and unsuccessful
transitions by focusing on three participants in each transition: the predecessor, the
successor, and the congregation.
Twenty pastors from the Western New York Conference of the United Methodist
Church were chosen to be interviewed based on meeting the following criteria: 1) full-
time pastors appointed at some point in their vocation to succeed a pastor who had served
the congregation for nine years or more; 2) for those currently serving in that position, a
minimum tenure of two years was required; and, 3) for those not currently serving in that
position, the term of service needed to have ended within the past five years. Data
analysis was based on the transcripts of those interviews.
Major findings included the following in regard to the three participants in
pastoral transitions: 1) the choices the predecessor made in relating to the congregation
and supporting the new pastor were more important than whether he or she remained in
the church and community; 2) a healthy process ofgrieving and letting go of the
predecessor was critical if the congregation was to be able to welcome and follow the
new pastor; and, 3) the incoming pastor's abihty to understand the congregation and exert
appropriate leadership was essential in each transition.
Additional findings regarding the role of the new pastor included the following:
1) ego strength undergirds effective leadership; 2) love has no substitute; 3) self-
awareness is needed for effective pastoring; 4) understanding congregational dynamics is
half the battle; and, 5) persistence can turn the tide.
The increasing length of pastorates in the United Methodist Church requires
attention given to the dynamics of succession following long-term pastorates. This study
concludes that more transitions can be successful with the provision of appropriate
training that focuses on practical matters and issues of character. Predecessors,
successors, and congregations must take ongoing, positive action to maximize the
likelihood of a successful transition.
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CHAPTER 1
Background to the Problem
On a cold winter Sunday in 1993, 1 entered my church study following worship
and was startled to hear the door slam shut behind me. The woman facing me as I turned
was an influential leader in the church and a soprano in the choir. Her face burned with
anger as she thrust her index finger in my direction. With barely controlled words, she
vented her fiiry over the morning worship service. Beginning with unhappiness over a
new song, she broadened her tirade to include a list of recent changes that had "ruined the
church." After she had spun around and exited, my head still echoed with the force of
her parting words: "My husband grew up in this church, and I have been here for twenty-
five years. We were here long before you came, and we will be here after you're gone!"
Sinking into my chair, I shook my head and reviewed the events of the prior seven
months. At the age of twenty-nine, I had been appointed to a mid-sized church with
enormous potential for numerical growth. The prospects excited me and I threw myself
into my new work with unbridled enthusiasm. The Staff Parish Relations Committee's
expressed desire for church growth became my personal mandate. Results were
gratifying; within six months the church had left its twenty-year plateau to rise a full fifty
percent in average worship attendance. New ministries began, new groups started, and
new members shared their gifts fi-eely. 1 was flying high.
In retrospect, the waves of opposition came in immediate response to the first
months ofgrowth. My feet touched the ground abruptly as I realized that not everyone
rejoiced. Long-time members complained that they did not know everyone anymore.
New people put a strain on inadequate facilities. Generational issues erupted into open
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conflict. People questioned my motives publicly, accusing me of trying to build my own
kingdom. Finally, an elderly man made explicit what I did not see for myself: most
members were resolute in their desire to be a "small country church in the suburbs."
I wish this story had a happier ending. My tenure lasted only two years. At the
end of that time, I found a less stressflil place to minister and watched from a distance as
the growth evaporated. One could easily blame the unspiritual, unmotivated,
unimpassioned people of the church for my departure, but as time passed I began to
examine my own role in the situation. 1 had ignored the dynamics of following a well-
loved, long-term pastor. I had discounted the impact ofbeing the church's first baby-
boomer pastor. 1 made a serious error in assuming that the Staff Parish Relations
Committee spoke for the whole church, and I neglected to know and love the people
before setting offwith my own agenda.
From a new position ofhumility, I began to ask questions. Would I have stayed
longer if I had understood the unique dynamics of following a long-term pastor? Could I
have built stronger relationships with members in order to create a base of support? 1
came to recognize that 1 had seriously underestimated the impact of following a strong
pastor who had led the church for twelve years. My personality, age, leadership style,
and ministry priorities differed significantly from his, but I never considered how they
would affect my ability to minister in that congregation. Unfortunately, insight came
when it was too late to do anything about it.
As I prepared for the start ofmy appointment to the Fredonia (NY) United
Methodist Church in June 1 999, 1 became aware ofdynamics that had greatly affected
that church's ministry. In 1986, a pastor came to Fredonia to begin a nine- year ministry
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that was accompanied by significant growth. A respectftil and affectionate relationship
flourished between pastor and people. In 1 995, that pastor was moved to a different
church. The pastor did not wish to leave and was unhappy. The congregation was
unhappy. The new pastor in Fredonia was not happy either as she had not desired a new
appointment. There followed three years of turmoil ending when she left Fredonia in
1998. I was chosen to be the next pastor, but an interim pastor was appointed since I
would not be available for another year. Among his tasks was the challenge ofhelping
the church move beyond the anger and confusion of the prior three years. As I
considered the situation, I wondered, "Did it have to be this way? Is it possible for
transitions to be made after a happy, long-term pastorate without the all-too-frequent
fallout of damaged churches and pastors?"
The Problem
In "Continuity in the Pastorate," Robert Seymour writes of the value of long-term
pastorates: "Whenever a pastor and a people are well-matched, a long pastorate makes
possible dimensions of leadership that are seldom achieved in churches in which
ministers come and go in rapid succession (22).
The Western New York Conference of the United Methodist Church has given lip
service to the value of long-term pastorates for years, nevertheless, pastors continued to
be moved with frequency. The current bishop and cabinet of district superintendents
have taken a firm position that pastors will not be moved unless they have compelling
evidence that to do so would be in the best interest of the church. Such a commitment to
long-tenured pastorates is commendable. It also raises questions for the future. Will
pastors who do move be prepared for the unique challenges of following a pastor who has
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likely served eight or ten years or more? Are we able to identify the factors that will
increase the likelihood of successful transitions?
Any pastoral transition inevitably plunges a church into a period of instability.
Issues of trust, vision, leadership style, and authority emerge as pastor and people attempt
to work together. The new leader is never quite like the old one. And the new
congregation must be understood by the new pastor, as well. John Perkins writes, "It
takes time for the values, dreams, and personalities involved in the new ministry to be
fiilly understood by the new leader" (72). For the pastor following a long-term
predecessor, the potential difficulties are magnified.
The issues explored in this study have become more urgent in recent years. Two
hundred years ago no long-term pastorates existed in the fledgling Methodist Church.
Clergy were appointed to circuits with the expectation that they would serve for a year or
so before moving on to their next assignment. The itinerant system was also built around
the understanding that pastors were more or less interchangeable. The "one size fits all"
approach assumed that clergy shared a basic common theology and approach to ministry.
Such assumptions are no longer valid. United Methodist clergy are widely diverse in
their theological perspectives and in their ministry styles and priorities. All leadership
transitions are therefore tricky and fraught with possibilities for conflict. The potential
problems only increase when the predecessor has become deeply rooted in the life and
collective mind of the church during a long ministry tenure.
Dynamics ofpastoral succession always involve the interplay of three parties-the
preceding pastor, the congregation, and the successor. The three can either form a
healthy or unhealthy triangle. This study proceeds with the belief that each must play its
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part well if the transition is to be successful.
Purpose
The concern of this study is the success of those pastors who follow long-tenured
predecessors. Too many such pastors serve for a period of two or three years and then
leave feeling defeated. This study assumes that the rate of failure could be reduced if
pastors and churches built a strategy for success based on accurate information regarding
such transitions.
The purpose of the proposed study is to identify the factors considered dominant
in successful and unsuccessful transitions by pastors who have followed a long-term
predecessor.
Research Questions
The following research questions are addressed in this study.
Research Question # 1
What common themes emerge in stories pastors tell of following a long-term
predecessor?
Research Question # 2
What factors do pastors identify as dominant in a successful and unsuccessful
transitions?
Research Question # 3
How well are pastors who have followed a long-tenured predecessor able to
identify the factors that led to a successful or unsuccessful transition?
Definition of Terms
Long-term pastorate is defined in this study as a pastoral tenure of at least nine
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years. Materials produced by the Alban Institute generally consider a pastorate of eight
to ten years or more to be long-term (Oswald, New Visions 27). In this study, the mid
point of that span was chosen for the definition of long-term.
A successful transition is defined here as a pastoral succession in which the
person following a long-term pastor believes he or she has become established as a
respected leader. Such a transition is also marked by a minimum of destructive conflict.
An unsuccessful transition is defined as a succession in which the new pastor
cannot state that he or she has become a respected leader for the congregation and in
which destructive conflict is present in the congregation.
Description of Project
The project was a series of interviews designed to solicit information on pastoral
transitions follow long-term pastorates.
Subjects
The study participants were drawn fi^om the clergy of the Western New York
Aimual Conference of the United Methodist Church. The criteria for participants were be
as follows: they needed to be persons who followed a long-term pastor and had been in
their position for a minimum of two years. Since no large number ofpastors in the
Western New York Conference fits the above profile, the sample may not be
representative of the larger population within the United Methodist denomination or
among other denominations. To avoid making invalid generalizations, the sample and
population are considered to be the same in this study. Twenty elders in the Western
New York Conference matched the criteria for participation. Nineteen agreed to do so,
and one associate member of conference was added to keep the study sample at an even
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twenty.
Instrumentation and Data Collection
The primary instrument for this study was a researcher-designed questionnaire
administered in an interview format. A pilot test was conducted with pastors not chosen
for the sample group who met most of the subject criteria. The purpose of the pilot test
was to enhance the useftilness of the instrument as well as my skills as an interviewer.
Subjects were chosen based on information gathered through the Journal of the
Western New York Annual Conference. The subjects were contacted by telephone to
inquire of their willingness to participate in the study. Interviews were then arranged for
the winter and spring of 2000.
Delimitations and Generalizability
The study is limited to pastors that I could identify in my own annual conference
of the United Methodist Church, nevertheless, the issues studied are of value to the larger
church community. To the extent that other annual conferences are similar to Western
New York, the results may be useful.
Overview of the Dissertation
Chapter 2 begins with a review of relevant biblical and theological themes. The
leadership of Joshua and Rehoboam are examined in regard to succession, and the
doctrine of the incarnation is considered. The remainder of the chapter deals with
specific pastoral attitudes and actions that contribute to success or failure in pastoral
transition. Chapter 3 provides a detailed description of the study. Procedures and
instruments are described at length. Chapter 4 details the results of the research.
Chapter 5 summarizes the findings and reflects on their importance to the church.
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CHAPTER 2
Review of Literature
Pastoral succession requires wisdom under the best of circumstances. Following
a pastor who has served nine or more years requires particular grace and wisdom. The
three players in any transition-the predecessor, the people, and the successor-must
cooperate to achieve a desired fiiture. This chapter begins with the consideration of
biblical and theological themes and then reviews other relevant literature.
Biblical/Theological Themes
The Scriptures are filled with stories of persons seeking to give leadership to
God's people. Some succeed, others do not. In the realm of leadership succession, two
striking examples of persons who followed long-term leaders are Joshua and Rehoboam.
The former took up the reigns of leadership with great skill and long-term success. The
latter failed miserably in his attempts to lead Israel. Differences between these two men
will be noted in this section. The examination ofbiblical/theological themes will then
conclude with a concept relevant to all pastoral ministry-the doctrine of incarnation.
Joshua
One of the momentous transitions in the Old Testament is the transfer of
leadership fi-om Moses to Joshua. After wandering in the Sinai desert for forty years,
Moses clearly would not be the one to lead the Israelites into the Promised Land. Instead,
God instructed Moses that Joshua would bring the people across the Jordan. Moses then
spoke to the people:
I am now a hundred and twenty years old and I am no longer able to lead
you. The Lord has said to me, "You shall not cross the Jordan." The Lord
your God himselfwill cross over ahead of you. He will destroy these
nations before you, and you will take possession of their land. Joshua also
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will cross over ahead of you, as the Lord said. (Deut. 3 1 :2-3)
Joshua had demonstrated qualities of leadership and faithflilness prior to his
appointment by God to lead the Israelites. One can trace Joshua's preparation for
leadership through the books ofExodus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. He first appears in
Exodus 17. As military leader against the Amelekites, "Joshua overcame the Amalekite
army with the sword" (17:13.). Prior to the battle, he was commissioned by Moses to
select the men who would fight. Later, in Exodus 24, Joshua is described as Moses' aide
as he accompanies Moses and the elders to Mt. Sinai to meet with the Lord (24: 13).
Numbers 1 1 :28 reveals that he had served as Moses' aide since youth. Although Joshua
apparently stayed at a distance at Mt. Sinai, he was witness to the "consuming fire" of
God's glory. As Moses and the others returned to the Israelites' camp with the Ten
Commandments chiseled in stone, Joshua heard the people shouting fi-om a distance. As
they entered the camp, Joshua observed Moses' reaction of righteous anger to the idolatry
of the people.
Following the smashing of tablets and Moses' harsh words, Moses went to the
tent ofmeeting with Joshua at his side. In Exodus 33: 1 1, Joshua is described as Moses'
"young aide" who remained at the tent when Moses went to speak to the people in the
camp. Numbers 1 1 records a meeting at the tent during which the Israelite elders
prophesied. When word came that others were prophesying in the camp, Joshua begged
Moses to stop them. Moses rebuked Joshua, expressing his desire that all of the Lord's
people would receive the Spirit and prophesy.
Joshua was selected to explore Canaan with other representatives of the twelve
tribes. In response to their observation ofpowerful people and fortified cities, ten
expressed certainty that taking the land was impossible. Only Joshua and Caleb spoke
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with assurance that God would deliver the land into their hands. They urged the Israelites
not to be afraid or rebel against God. Despite these words, the people turned against God
and assured themselves more years of suffering in the desert. Of the twelve, only Joshua
and Caleb survived to enter the Promised Land.
Numbers and Deuteronomy record the transfer of leadership from Moses to
Joshua. As a result ofMoses' disobedience at the waters ofMeribah, he was prevented
from leading the Israelites across the Jordan. Moses pleaded with God to provide a
leader to shepherd the people (Num. 27:15-17). The Lord instructed Moses to lay his
hands on Joshua to commission him in the presence of Eleazar the priest and all the
people (27:18-23). The account in Deuteronomy records Moses' charges to the people
and to Joshua. To both he spoke the words "be strong and courageous" (3 1 :6,7). He
assured Joshua that the Lord himselfwould go before him to give protection (31:8).
Following the death ofMoses, the Israelites did what they had been commanded to do
and looked to Joshua as their leader.
Francis Schaeffer lists a number of lessons learned by Joshua during his years of
preparation. These lessons include the following:
� God will not tolerate the rebellion ofmen against himself
� Power is not merely the power of the general and the sword. True
power is the power ofGod.
� God can and will guide.
� God's glory is to come first. True leadership and self-aggrandizement.
� Genuine spiritual leadership does not come from the hands ofmen but
from God. (27)
John Davis suggests that Joshua's preparation occurred in three important ways:
experience, example, and exhortation. As Joshua lived and worked beside Moses, "he
was exposed to circumstances and problems which would help him develop in character
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and commitment" (26). By observing the commitment and faith ofMoses, Joshua
learned to trust in God's power. And through the words ofMoses and the direct
exhortation ofGod, Joshua received encouragement to take his place of leadership
without fear. Regarding lessons learned from Moses' example, he clearly benefited from
Moses' mistakes as well as wise choices. When sending spies into the Canaan to
examine Jericho, Joshua chose two men of faith rather than a committee of twelve as
Moses had done. Already he was giving evidence ofwise leadership.
The book of Joshua records Joshua's victories in Jericho, Ai, and other places as
the Israelites follow him into the Promised Land. Joshua heard the voice of God giving
assurance of victory in 1:1-6. Along with assurance were words of instruction to
meditate on the Book of the Law. Following the fall of Jericho, Joshua systematically
distributed the land ofCanaan to the twelve tribes. The bulk of the book of Joshua is the
account ofhow the tribes conquered and took over the new territories. Regarding the
distribution of land John Hill writes, "In this service the statesmanship of Joshua marks
him as one of the great constructive leaders of all time" (7.)
Joshua's leadership was marked by deep commitment to the written law ofGod.
The Lord instructed him not to allow the law to depart from his mouth. Joshua
obediently read the law before all the people at Ebal and Gerizim. At his death he
exhorted the people to do all that was written in the law ofMoses, not turning to the right
or the left (23:6). Marten Woudstra comments that the law (Heb. tora) is God's gracious
provision for a life of covenant fellowship between himself and the people (334).
Joshua also relied on the supernatural power ofGod and understood that the Lord
was Israel's true leader. The Israelites recognized that God was with Joshua as he had
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been with Moses. The rolling back of the Jordan River to permit a dry crossing and the
destruction of Jericho's walls at the trumpet blast gave ample evidence that God's power
accompanied Joshua's leadership.
Finally, Joshua succeeded as a leader because God specifically chose him for the
task ofbringing the Israelites into the Promised Land. In Joshua 3:7, God speaks to
Joshua saying, "Today I will begin to exalt you in the eyes of all Israel." Joshua 4:14
confirms that God did so and that the people revered Joshua for the rest of his life.
In summary, Joshua successfully followed Moses' forty years of leadership and
became an effective, respected leader in his own right. The keys to Joshua's success
seem to lie in his extensive preparation for the task, Moses' connmendation of Joshua to
the people, Joshua's deep commitment to obeying and relying upon God, and God's
choice to raise up Joshua as a leader.
Clearly, the three parties in transition-predecessor, people, and successor-played
their parts with courage and grace. Moses was ready and willing to let go ofhis role of
forty years. The people received God's choice of a leader, and Joshua took on his new
task with wisdom and humility. Such was not the case with Rehoboam.
Rehoboam
During the period of the Israelite kings, many ofwhom were of questionable
character and competence, one stands out as a prime example of an unwise leader.
During a reign of forty years, Rehoboam's grandfather, David, united the kingdom. The
right king at the right time, David was a man after God's own heart. David's son,
Solomon, then reigned forty years, building the temple in Jerusalem. Much good was
accomplished during Solomon's years on the throne, but in his later years he began to
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follow other gods. As Solomon intermarried with royal families from surrounding
nations, his wives brought idolatry to the nation. In order to support houses and temples
for his wives, Solomon imposed heavy taxes on the Israelites and forced many to labor as
slaves. By the time Solomon died, passing the reigns of government on to Rehoboam,
the seeds of division were already sown."
Rehoboam's most notable legacy was the division of the kingdom David had
united. Although 1 Kings 1 1 :43 indicates he became king at the point of Solomon's
death, Rehoboam traveled to Shechem in the north to be recognized as king. James
Linville notes that "in staging the coronation at Shechem, Rehoboam seems led into a
trap" (55). At Shechem, Jeroboam and the northern tribes set the stage for division.
They asked Rehoboam to lighten the load that Solomon had laid upon them: "Your father
put a heavy yoke on us, but now lighten the harsh labor and the heavy yoke he put on us,
and we will serve you" (1 Kings 12:4). Rehoboam first consulted the elders who advised
leniency. Unsatisfied, he then tumed to a group ofhis young fiiends who suggested that
he intimidate the northern tribes by telling them that his little finger was thicker than his
father's waist. Their advice won out and Rehoboam spoke to Jeroboam and the people,
saying, "My father made your yoke heavy; I will make it even heavier. My father
scourged you with whips; I will scourge you with scorpions" (12:14). The northern tribes
immediately rebelled, killing the chiefof forced labor and setting up Jeroboam as their
own king.
Rehoboam was off to a bad start. Left with only the tribes of Judah and
Benjamin, he set out to establish his reign in Jerusalem. Second Chronicles 11-12 details
Rehoboam's activities as king. Despite the fragic beginning, Rehoboam managed to rule
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with wisdom for a period of three years (1 1 :23). During that time the Levite priests
rejected Jeroboam's leadership in the north and came to Jerusalem. Others in Israel
followed the Levites to offer sacrifices to God. Many fi^om northern tribes "strengthened
the kingdom of Judah and supported Rehoboam son of Solomon three years, walking in
the ways ofDavid and Solomon during this time" (11:17).
The sad fact is that fourteen years of idolatry followed the first three. Second
Chronicles 12:1 states that "after Rehoboam's position as king was established and he
had become strong, he and all Israel [Judah] with him abandoned the law of the Lord."
Rehoboam continued his father's pattern ofmarrying foreign wives and tolerating their
idolatry. God then allowed the Egyptian Pharoah, Sheshonk, to attack Jerusalem.
Everything of value was taken from the temple, including the gold shields of Solomon.
Rehoboam replaced them with lesser shields ofbronze and then humbled himself before
God. In response, God did not allow Judah to be destroyed. Nevertheless, for the
remainder ofhis seventeen-year reign "he did evil because he had not set his heart on
seeking the Lord" (12:14.)
Although Rehoboam managed to remain on the throne in Judah until his death, his
reign was marked by continual conflict with Jeroboam and the northern tribes. The
unfortunate division of the kingdom came as the direct result of Rehoboam's insensitivity
and his unwillingness to bring about a more just situation for the people. Unlike Joshua
who held firmly to the law ofGod, Rehoboam treated the law and mercy ofGod lightly
with disastrous results throughout his reign.
In summary, Rehoboam failed as a leader because the seeds of dissent had already
been sown by Solomon, because ofRehoboam's own unwillingness to listen to the right
Danielson 15
people, and because ofhis disobedience to God. The three players in transition-
predecessor, people, and successor-failed to function in ways that would attain the
desired ftiture.
Incarnation
The Word became flesh and livedfor a while among us (John 1:1).
The Christian doctrine of incarnation provides a powerftil model for leadership.
Incarnation is rooted in the understanding that the transcendent, holy God of the universe
became a human being in the person of Jesus Christ. In the words ofPhilippians 2:7-8,
Jesus
made himselfnothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in
human likeness. And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled
himself and became obedient to death-even death on a cross!
Jesus was God come into the world as a first century Palestinian Jew. His self-
limitation allowed him to interact with himianity in both simple and miraculous ways. A
literal translation of John 1:14 proclaims that Jesus "pitched his tent" and lived among us.
For Jesus, incarnation meant the ultimate sacrifice. The flesh he willingly took on was
savagely pierced on the cross. His self-sacrifice became the means by which humanity
was reconciled to the Father.
For those desiring to be used by God in the ministry of reconciliation, the doctrine
of incarnation is more than a theological exercise. An incarnate ministry involves
willingness to cast aside privilege and preference to enter into the world of those who are
served. Just as Jesus took on the forms ofPalestinian culture, the one who seeks to
minister must enter into the culture of the local community. The ultimate goal of such an
approach is for people and cultures to be transformed by the power ofGod.
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In Pastoral Theology, Thomas Oden states that "the Christian ministry follows
this incamational pattern of Christ in entering into the depths ofhuman experience,
seeking to understand it, not be self-deceptive about it-to penetrate its masks, not
ignoring its limits or evil dimensions" (90). The pastor who is able to fiiUy enter into the
world and lives ofparishioners will understand their deepest hurts and highest hopes and
will therefore be able to bring a relevant and transforming word from God. Wise pastors
following a long-tenured predecessor understand that the congregation's experience with
the former pastor is a part of their world and life.
The Apostle Paul models incamational ministry in the book ofActs. He traveled
throughout the known world and made his home among the people he wished to reach for
Christ. In 1 Corinthians 9:20-22 he reflects on his ministry, stating,
to the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the law I
became like one under the law ... so as to win those under the law. To
those not having the law I became like one not having the law ... so as to
win those not having the law. To the weak I became weak to win the
weak. I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I
might save some.
Like Jesus, Paul did not attempt to proclaim or assert his rights as a servant of God.
Instead, he focused on the spiritual neediness ofhis potential listeners and stood willing
to do whatever was necessary in order to be heard.
The authority for incamational ministry was given to the apostles in John 20:21 :
"As the Father has sent me, I am sending you." One might infer that Jesus expected his
messengers to carry out the method and approach to ministry he modeled as well as to
transmit the content ofhis message. More than simple mouthpieces, Jesus' ministering
servants are those who make their home among those who will be reached for the gospel.
An incamational form ofministry may be distastefiil to those who would prefer to
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remain untouched by the realities of the human condition. Incamational ministry is
messy. It requires tolerance of others and personal vulnerability. For those who feel
their title and position place them above such a life, incarnation is unacceptable. But for
those who are willing to live like Christ and to die to their preferences, a fruitful ministry
awaits. The power of the resurrection only comes to those who have walked in the way
that leads to the cross.
The three players in leadership transition can be seen in the story of the
incamation. God the Father prepared the way for Jesus to enter into humanity through
the message of prophets and angels. Although not all people welcomed him, many did
and "to all who received him, to all who believed in his name, he gave the right to
become children ofGod" (John 1:12). Jesus was the ideal "successor"-balancing tmth
and love as he took on the mantle of leadership. The incamation thus provides a
compelling model for pastoral transition.
Pastoral Succession
Transitions following pastorates of long tenure involve particular dynamics. A
review of existing literature revealed the following themes.
Long-Term vs. Short-Term Ministry
What defines a long-term pastorate? Richard Brown refers to William Hobgood
who defines a long-tenured pastor as one who stays at least ten years. Hobgood believes
"it takes eight to ten years for the pastor to develop strong personal ties across the whole
congregation's life" (23). In an unpublished thesis Hobgood indicates that he also selects
ten years as his definition of long-term based on the work ofDaniel Levinson. Levinson
studied adult male life cycles and discovered that most men experience several "stable
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periods." Key choices are made, and a structure for pursuing goals and values is created
during each period. Such stable periods normally last for six or seven years, ten at the
most. So ten years appears to Hobgood as a natural life-cycle for a pastorate.
The Alban Institute ofWashington, D.C. has studied long pastorates and has cited
a "widely current norm in many denominations for pastors to stay in a given church for at
least five years, but no longer than ten years" (Oswald, New Visions for the Long
Pastorate 27). Brown writes of a conversation he had with Roy Oswald of the Alban
Institute, relating Oswald's recommendation that a pastor and congregation need to re
negotiate the pastor's role after six to eight years. Brown takes this advice to infer that
"long-term" means any length of time over eight years. Brown traces developments in
American church history and notes that short-term pastorates were perhaps a reaction to
life-long pastorates in New England influenced by pattems in Europe. "One pastor, John
Gill, who was in the pulpit later filled by Charles Spurgeon, served that church for more
than fifty years. And the man who followed Gill served sixty-three years! Spurgeon
himself served that church for more than forty years" (25). By the nineteenth century,
common wisdom suggested that a pastor's zeal and effectiveness declined after three
years. Brown suggests that the tradition of short pastorates developed primarily from the
ministry ofFrancis Asbury and the early circuit riders who spent six weeks to six months
starting churches before moving on. Such pastorates eventually lengthened to one year
and then two. By the early twentieth century, four year pastorates were the norm and the
length was enforced in many denominations. Gerald Gillespie quips that "in earlier days,
the 'connectional itinerant system' really meant, 'keep your bags packed and never
unpack your books'" (13). In 1 879, the United Bretheren Church (predecessor
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denomination to the United Methodist Church) published a booklet explaining the nature
of itineracy. The author commented on the practice of frequent pastoral changes: "It goes
on the presumption that a change of administration and pastoral care is advantageous,
even when the people might desire it otherwise" (Potts 9). At the time ofPott's writing,
pastoral changes took place every one to five years, although he explained that "they may
come at shorter intervals than one year" (9).
Robert Seymour quotes church consultant Lyle Schaller in an article on long-term
pastorates. Schaller contends that "rarely does a congregation experience sustained
growth without having the same pastor at the helm for a long period of time" (21).
Seymour goes on to speak of his own experience in one church for thirty years. He
concludes that "whenever a pastor and a people are well-matched, a long pastorate makes
possible dimensions of leadership that are seldom achieved in churches in which
ministers come and go in rapid succession" (21). In an Alban Institute publication titled
Saying Goodbye, John Esau states that we should begin with the assumption that our goal
will be toward longer pastorates, meaning those in the range of eight to twelve years. He
contends that "there is an emerging consensus that the most significant years ofministry
for a pastor begin after the fourth to sixth year. Does it really take that long to cam the
necessary trust? Apparently so!" (15).
Lynn Anderson writes of the benefits of long-term ministry while reflecting on a
fifteen-year pastorate. He observes that
The first two years you can do nothing wrong. The second two years you
can do nothing right. The fifth and sixth years of a ministry, either you
leave, or the people who think you can do nothing right leave. Or you
change, or they change, or you both change. Productive ministry emerges
somewhere in the seventh year or beyond. (77)
Both Seymour and Anderson speak of the value of the relationship that is formed
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between pastor and people over time. "Continuity enables a pastor to nurture trusting
relationships. Those who have found their pastor to be faithful and caring over many
years will more likely tolerate his or her prophetic judgments" (Seymour 21). In contrast,
short-term pastorates do not allow for strong pastoral leadership. Even John Potts wrote
in 1879 about the inherent disadvantages of frequent pastoral changes and encouraged
pastors not to let "a desire to see and enjoy the novelties of a new field become a ruling
passion" (9). Like Seymour and Anderson, Potts acknowledged the likelihood of shallow
relationships and the avoidance ofworking through problems in short-term pastorates.
Dynamics of Succession
Broad consensus exists on the advantage of long-term pastoral tenure. But
questions must then be raised about the issue of succession. Transitions following long-
term pastorates are notoriously difficult. Succession of leadership is a critical issue in all
organizations, not just churches. Oscar Grusky writes that "succession is important for
two basic reasons: 1) administrative succession always leads to organizational
instability, and 2) it is a phenomenon that all organizations must cope with
"
[emphasis
author's] (105). Grusky explains that succession can have both functional and
dysfunctional consequences for an organization. Functionally, a new leader can bring
needed "new blood" and new ideas to an organization, allowing it to adapt with vitality to
a changing environment. On the other hand, the process of succession can promote
conflict among staff, lower employee morale, and "contribute to a lack of organizational
cohesiveness and a general decrease in the effective functioning of the system" (106).
Since the new leader is usually a newcomer to the organization, he or she is working with
many unknowns while attempting to bring about needed change. "The successor.
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therefore, can easily be perceived as a disruptive force, for he serves as an easily
observable symbol of desired change" (108).
Grusky highlights just a few of the inherent obstacles to becoming the next leader
of an organization. Those obstacles are compounded when the new person is following a
leader with lengthy tenure. Donald Bubna writes about the experience of leaving a
church he had served for twenty-three years. He reflects on the words ofDonald Seibert,
CEO of the J.C. Peimey Company, who told Bubna, "The day I took this office, I began
to prepare the way for my successor" (120). Bubna determined that for the remainder of
his tenure he would prepare the people for the next pastor. Over a period of years, he
reminded them that he would not always be with them. The decisions and ministry of the
church could not be dependent on him. Bubna writes that when he finally did accept a
call to a new congregation, "I gave the people practical ways to show love and caring for
a successor. I described the good ways they had treated me and my family over the
years, while pointing out how they could treat the person who would follow me even
better" (121). Beyond this, Bubna prepared the people to accept the fact that the new
pastor would be different and would lead the church in new ways.
All organizations experiencing a transition in leadership deal with the fact that the
new leader is never like the old one. Perkins writes,
I've seen churches and organizations go through major upheaval when the
pastor or director leaves. They feel obligated to find someone who is
similarly dynamic or forcefiil, but any time you go outside to find a leader,
the new leader will rarely be exactly in line with the direction of the
ministry. It takes time for the values, dreams, and personalities involved
in the ministry to be fully understood by the new leader. (72)
The way in which a predecessor is terminated and leaves an organization is a
critical issue in the process of succession. Grusky suggests that a lack of control within
Danielson 22
the organization regarding the termination of the prior leader is likely to contribute to
instability (107). A leader's death or sudden departure for another position can plunge a
company or church into chaos. On the other hand, a cooperative and supportive
predecessor can do much to promote stability during the time of transition.
Lyle Schaller suggests a long-term pastor's successor might conceptualize his or
her own tenure not as one period but as a series of terms lasting from one to five years.
The first term would be an interim period of transition for one or two years as the
congregation adapts to a new personality, style, and ministry perspective. A second term
lasting two to five years would involve defining a new direction in ministry marked by
new programs and emphases. After that, the pastor and people could negotiate for
another term and fiirther congregational development.
When the tenure of the successor to the long pastorate is seen as a series of
terms or chapters, it often helps both the minister and the congregation
understand 1) the dynamics of change, 2) the importance ofperiodically
renegotiating the contract between minister and congregation, 3) the
importance of retraining lay leaders for new roles, and 4) the impact of
changes in ministerial leadership role and style. (Survival 200)
Recalling that successfiil transitions always depend on three parties-predecessor,
people, and successor-fiirther issues can be explored related to each. Some, such as
grief, involve an interplay between all three. Others, like bonding, focus on two of the
players. Several, such as leadership, relate primarily to the successor.
Dynamics Involving Predecessor, Congregation, and Successor
The following topics relate to the fiinctioning of each of the three players in a
pastoral fransition.
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Boundary Ambiguity
One of the issues for a congregation and new pastor to deal with following the
end of a long-term pastorate is the place of the former pastor. Sometimes that person will
continue to live in the community or even attend the church. In other cases, the pastor
will move away, but his or her influence will continue to be felt. The resulting situation
is known as "boundary ambiguity" in family systems theory. Pauline Boss defines
boundary ambiguity as not knowing who is in and who is out of the family (5). Boss
describes two types ofboundary ambiguity: "a) physical absence with psychological
presence; and b) physical presence with psychological absence" (8). While boundary
ambiguity theory is primary applied to families of fathers, mothers, and children, recent
studies have begun to explore ambiguous boundaries existing in other systems. The
church family is certainly a relevant context for such examination.
Ambiguity regarding the former pastor who is physicallypresent would revolve
around that person's changing role. People still see and interact with the former pastor,
but he or she is no longer available (at least in theory) to perform the functions of pastor.
Difficulty within the pastor or the people in letting go of former roles contributes to the
confiision.
Ambiguity regarding the former pastor who is physically absent is often felt by
those who expect the new pastor to be a carbon copy of the old one. The predecessor's
personality and style have left a significant imprint on the congregation. Parishioners
generally are unaware ofhow their assumptions and expectations inhibit the formation of
a productive relationship between them and the new pastor. Former pastors who have
moved away but continue to relate in pastoral ways to members of the parish only
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exacerbate this problem.
Lyle Schaller remarks that everyone in the church needs to recognize that the new
pastor is now the pastor of all the people in the congregation. "One of the most widely
used methods ofunintentionally undercutting the ministry of the person following a long
pastorate is for members to turn to some other minister for weddings, funerals, and
baptisms" (Survival 202). Nonetheless, as requests for a former pastor are made, the new
pastor finds difficulty in refusing without appearing ungracious and inviting animosity.
Donald Bubna writes of the responsibility of the former pastor to defer to the authority of
his or her successor: "Whether or not the split was on friendly terms, any return to the
parish needs to be instigated by the new shepherd without pressure from either the prior
pastor or his supporters" (122). When former pastors do return for such occasions as
weddings or funerals, these can be an opportunity for the predecessor to demonstrate
support for the new pastor. Bubna writes that "at all costs, it's important to avoid
meeting with people who were my supporters unless my successor is present and
participates in the event. And if 1 treat him as my pastor when I'm in the community, my
supporters will follow my model" (122).
Edwin Friedman does not discourage former pastors from keeping in touch with
church members. Instead, he focuses on the need for the predecessor to avoid getting
"triangled" into congregational issues. Special occasions like homecoming Sundays and
anniversaries can affirm the role of "fiiend and former pastor." Friedman insists that "a
healthy friendship can develop between and past and present pastor, especially when the
latter is clear that the former is genuinely supportive ofhis or herministry" (260).
A.W. Tozer, who pastored a church for many years in Chicago but spent his last
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years in Toronto, once remarked that "leaving a church is like dying and going to heaven
and looking back to see what kind of a fool your wife married" (qtd. In Bubna 123).
Bubna reflects on Tozer by saying, "The real question is not whether my wife's new
husband is better than I. Rather, the question is , How have I prepared my wife for life
without me? And now that I'm gone, can I trust God to provide for her?" (123).
Robert Kemper suggests that a new pastor should do the following with a
predecessor who is physically present: 1) establish clear ground rules to minimize any
misunderstanding regarding the former pastor's limits of authority; 2) invite the former
pastor to perform occasional duties in the church to help him or her feel affirmed and
therefore minimize antagonism; and 3) if there are problems, take decisive action in
speaking with the former pastor and, ifnecessary, the church board or denominational
authorities (101). The intent, of course, is to form a positive relationship with the
predecessor while exerting some control over his or her future influence.
No matter how far a pastor may move from a congregation, that pastor's presence
will continue to be felt for years to come. This dynamic is especially true for those who
have stayed at a church for ten years or more. Seymour writes that a "predictable and
perhaps unavoidable pitfall for those who stay in one place indefinitely is that both their
congregation and the community at large will identify the church as 'Rev. So-and-so's
church'" (22). That identity does not automatically change with a change of pastors.
Instead, the ghost of the former pastor can make its presence known in surprising ways.
James Davey warns that
if the previous pastor preached for twenty-eight minutes, ate Tuesday
lunch with the chairman of the bus committee, wore three-piece suits,
drove a ten-year-old Volkswagon, and always hugged the women on New
Year's Eve-look out! You can be sure some people will be offended.
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puzzled, and disappointed if you preach forty minutes, fast on Tuesdays,
wear sweaters, drive a Delta 88, and shake hands modestly. (74)
Kemper describes the situation like this: "In some new pastorates, we feel like the
predecessor is with us from day one. He may have left us physically, but his spirit sits at
our desk, stands in our pulpit, and roams our halls" (98). On the other hand, Kemper
suggests that a strong memory of a predecessor can be a positive thing. It indicates that
"the congregation is stable, has a strong sense of identity, and has the ability to remain
faithful over the long run" (99). The loyalty shown to the former pastor is likely to be
given to the new pastor with the passing of time. New pastors should be aware that
congregational memories tend to be selective (99). Not only is trying to compete with the
ghost of a predecessor a fiitile exercise, but the competition is often waged against a
person who never existed.
In the end, the new pastor of a congregation must determine to speak well ofhis
or her predecessor. God used that person to minister to people. Nothing is gained by
criticizing, regardless of the predecessor's failings. Any criticism of former pastors
ultimately reflects on the one who speaks it (Kemper 100). Gary Simpson writes of his
own experience of dealing with criticism of a predecessor: "I responded by recalling
some of the positive influences of the former pastor: 'Before he came, we didn't have . . .
and now we do' or 'I'm glad he had the foresight to provide . . . ' I knew that the day will
come when I will be someone else's predecessor" (102).
Grief
When a pastor enters a new parish, persons in the congregation will still be
grieving the loss of the former pastor. Anthony Plathe writes about "saying goodbye
using the categories developed by Elisabeth Kubler-Ross in her book On Death and
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Dying. A congregation and pastor can go through the stages of denial, anger, bargaining,
resignation, and acceptance just as a person facing death" (White 43). The depth and
length ofgrief is likely to be proportionate to the length of that pastor's tenure. A pastor
should not be fooled by the perception that all is well. Members of the congregation may
be unaware of their still unresolved feelings ofgrief Schaller remarks that "most
congregations are far more skillful in welcoming a new minister than in handling the
grief that is an inherent part of the process of separation when a pastorate comes to a
conclusion" (Survival 55). Schaller urges the incoming pastor to consider how much
time has passed since his or her predecessor departed. "If this time period is less than
twelve months," he writes, "the safe assumption is that grief over the departure of the
predecessor is still a major factor in the life of that parish and that many members are still
in the process of changing their perception of the recently arrived minister from intruder
to pastor" (57).
Pick Connor, professor of sociology at the State University ofWest Georgia,
makes several important observations about the grief process. He states that everyone
must and will grieve at some point in Hfe. Everyone experiences some form of loss;
however, each person's grieving is unique. Connor insists that grief is a natural healing
process. "It will occur naturally //we allow it to" (1). Grief is a painful experience
involving physical, emotional, and behavioral symptoms. Most people do not recognize
these symptoms as being caused by loss; however, they are a natural part of grieving.
Perhaps most important, Connor describes the time needed to work through grief Since
the one who grieves was bound-sometimes very tightly-to what was lost. Time is
needed to loosen those ties (1).
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The wise pastor will understand that people are feeling the loss of their former
pastor. Rather than being threatened, he or she should give them permission to feel and
even express those emotions. The most important factor in working through grief is
likely to be the passing of time.
Generational Differences
What happens when the new pastor is significantly older or younger than his or
her predecessor? Generational differences are certain to have an impact on how that
pastor is received by the congregation. Schaller believes that differences in age introduce
an important dynamic in pastoral succession. "While it is neither automatic nor
universal, a frequent result is a significant difference in the value system projected by the
pastor" (Survival 39).
Carol Childress of the Leadership Network states that three primary factors
determine our worldview. They are: 1) How God created us, 2) our life stage, and 3)
generational issues. Childress insists that the third factor is the most crucial element in
shaping a worldview (Lecture).
Five current generations are described by Childress as summarized here:
1 . The G.I. Generation ("Builders"). Bom between 1910 and 1931, numbers in people
in this group are rapidly shrinking; nevertheless, in many churches this generation
still forms the leadership base and provides most of the financial resources. Shaped
by the Great Depression and World War II, they tend to be denominationally loyal,
fiscally conservative, and value stability and security.
2. The Silent Generation ("Boosters"). Those bom between the years 1930 and 1945
form the smallest current generational group. Their births spanned the start of the
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Great Depression to the close ofWorld War II, a time of lowered birthrates. The
Silent Generation shares many values with the G.I. Generation.
3. The Baby Boom Generation ("Boomers"). In the late 1990s, Baby Boomers form
thirty percent of the general population. They were bom between 1946 and 1964.
Shaped by the social changes and idealism of the 1960s and 1970s, they tend to
distmst institutions, including the church. Values include education, a strong work
ethic, and an emphasis on individual rights. Boomers have reshaped every aspect of
their environment as they have passed through each stage of life.
4. Generation X ("Busters"). Those bom between 1965 and 1976 seek group identity
rather than individualism. They are the generation that invented cyberspace
technology. Placing a high value on authenticity, "Xers" are industrious but seek
meaning beyond work. Experience is everything for this generation; information
needs to be seen, heard, and felt. In general. Busters have a closer affinity to the
older generations than with Boomers.
5. Echo Boom ("Blasters"). With a late 1990s population of 64 million, those bom after
1 977 are the first post-Cold War generation. Largely raised by substitute parents,
they have been given things but little parental presence. A large gap exists between
the affluent and those living in poverty. Echo Boomers are strongly oriented toward
technology and entertainment. Many are at risk due to anger and violence
(Childress).
The implications of generational differences for pastor and people are
obvious. The possibilities for mistmst and misunderstanding are boundless. Without a
clear understanding ofbasic generational values, a pastor is likely to stumble on many
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landmines when entering a new field ofwork. This possibility is increased when
following a long-tenured pastor since the chances ofbeing significantly younger than the
predecessor are high.
Dynamics Involving Congregation and Successor
The following topics are pertinent to the fiinctioning of the congregation and the
succeeding pastor.
Life Cycles
An organization's life cycle should be considered during times of leadership
transition. Ichak Adizes has done extensive research on the topic of corporate life cycles.
The basic theory is that organizations of all kinds go through predictable phases in the
process of development and aging. Adizes describes organizational life cycles extending
firom birth to death. The cycles that seem most relevant to pastoral succession after a
long tenure are those ranging firom the "Adolescent" stage to the "Bureaucracy" stage.
Adizes addresses issues of leadership related to each life cycle phase. He writes that
"leadership means that the leader provides a dynamic process that takes an organization
from one level of consciousness to the next one" (236).
Martin Saarinen has drawn upon the work ofAdizes to adapt life cycle theory to
the church. According to Saarinen, the Adolescent Phase occurs when the church is
coming into its own as it develops needed programs and services in response to the
congregation and community (12). Structures are being formed to support the life of the
church and its programs. Adizes states that Adolescent organizations need leadership
that will provide strong administrative ability and attention to detail (240). Leadership
development is a critical need in the church during this stage (Saarinen 12).
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In the Prime Phase the church displays optimum energy and responsiveness to the
community. A creative interplay exists between the visionary hopes and pragmatic needs
of the congregation. The leadership required at this phase is a "statesman" with a big
vision who can motivate people to fill roles to achieve that vision (Adizes 243) as well as
the ability to manage conflict over priorities (Saarinen 13). Once an organization moves
through its prime phase, it arrives at what Adizes calls the Stable phase. At this point, the
possibility of future decline becomes apparent. This phase requires a visionary and
entrepreneurial manager with the ability to make hard decisions for the fiiture (243).
Leaders at this phase of a church's development need to analyze the church's history and
current context and then restate the congregation's mission (Saarinen 13).
As an organization passes into the Aristocracy Phase, intervention is needed. At
this point the climate has become stale and momentum has waned. Power and authority
are guarded and the status quo is protected. New ideas are generally criticized. If the
organization is ever going to thrive again, leadership must be skilled in getting it back to
basics. Adizes writes, "What is needed now is someone who can integrate, a coach who
can uplift the spirits while making the painful transition" (245). A church at this phase
has a need for a vital sense of God's presence and providence to be restored (Saarinen
13).
In the Bureaucracy Phase the organization has lost touch with its mission and is
consumed by issues of survival. Congregations in this stage are often caught up in turf
wars. Groups cooperate little. Structures, rules, and policies become all-important
(Saarinen 14). Adizes remarks that organizations at this phase often make the mistake of
hiring an administrative leader who simply reinforces the culture of decline. What is
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required is the same sort of leader needed for the Aristocracy stage who will help the
organization create a new identity (246.) At this point, the possibility of death looms
large.
Life cycles of the church cannot be defined chronologically. In other words, a
ten-year-old church may have passed the Adolescent Phase and moved into maturity and
even decline. A two hundred-year old church may have recycled itself several times and
finds itself in the Adolescent Phase again. Nevertheless, a church that has been served by
the same pastor for eight or ten years or more is likely approaching its prime or has
moved beyond.
Life cycle theory comes into play with pastoral succession at the point when the
new pastor enters the congregation at a particular time in its history. Will the pastor be
able to understand where the church is in its life cycle? And more importantly, will he or
she be able to give leadership appropriate for that stage? An incoming pastormust be
able to identify the developmental stage of the congregation and adapt his or her
leadership style accordingly.
Adizes based his work on corporate lifecycles from the research of Daniel
Levinson et al. Levinson et al. identified several phases ofpersonal development in adult
males. In Seasons of a Man's Life, Levinson et al. trace the progress ofmale adulthood
through three primary stages. In early adulthood (the Novice Phase), men are occupied
with forming dreams, vocation, and love relationships (90). At age thirty or so, most men
go through a period of reevaluation which often results in major life changes. Following
this transition, men are likely to move into what Levinson et al. term the Settling Down
Period. They invest themselves as fully as possible in work, family, and friendships
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while pursing long-range plans (139). A Mid-life Transition is likely to follow at about
age forty, lasting five years or so. This is a time to once again reevaluate and make
choices for a satisfying fiiture. In the years that follow, new structures are developed to
support those decisions.
Levinson et al. do not examine adult development beyond age fifty.
Nevertheless, the cycles they describe indicate that significant transitions are likely to
occur throughout life. Levinson et al. did not include women in their study of adult life
cycles. Similar research by Wendy Stewart, however, indicates that women go through
the same developmental periods as men (Levinson et al. 9).
Robert Clinton reflects on life stages. He expresses the tasks of each phase as
follows:
� Age 20-30: Dedicate oneself to serving God
� Age 30-40: Clarify life purpose
� Age 40-50: Discover and clarify role
� Age 50-60: Increasing prioritization around focus issues
� Age 60+: Finishing well (Childress).
Pastors to understand their congregation's life cycle would benefit fi"om knowing
where they are in their personal life cycle as well. A pastor and congregation in similar
stages of life are likely to be well matched. Conversely, a leader and church at very
different life cycle phases are apt to miss each other in their attempts to work together.
Building Trust
The establishment of trust between pastor and congregation is a key ingredient in
a fiiiitful ministry. Mark Littleton quotes Clarence Francis as saying, "You can buy a
man's time, his physical presence, a measured number ofhis skilled muscular motions;
but you cannot buy his enthusiasm, initiative, and loyalty. These you must earn" (101).
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Littleton writes about a pastor who listens carefully and places a priority on remembering
peoples' names: "It was easy to see why this pastor was loved; because he listened, he
conveyed respect and acceptance, two essential builders of trust" (103).
Roy Price writes ofhow the simple act of listening has helped him to develop the
trust that was lacking: "I listen in the foyer when greeting people and try to ask
something I am aware of in their families, jobs, or personal lives. I listen at committee
meetings. I listen in personal conversation. I listen in counseling. By listening, I've
nurtured trust" (50). He acknowledges that frequent criticism can cause clergy to become
distant and confesses, "I have been wary of church boards, fearfiil of rejection, and
hesitant of self-disclosure. Obviously, my attitude has not been an aid to building trust"
(52). Nevertheless, God often uses painfiil situations to mold clergy into more vulnerable
and authentic persons who can be used in ministry. When those situations are handled
with integrity and faithfulness, trust will be the result.
John Fletcher explores the role of spiritual authenticity in the relationship between
pastor and people. In conversations with many laypersons, Fletcher discovered a lack of
trust toward clergy. He states that "a clergyperson needs to be reasonably trusted before
he or she is 'called' into the deeper life problems of the laity or into a helping role in the
wider community" (4). Paul Mundy asserts that "once established, trust becomes a
launching pad onto greater heights of relationship and transformation, for both the change
agent and those he or she is seeking to serve" (54).
The process ofbuilding trust with a congregation must begin early in the
relationship between pastor and people. Kemper calls for an intentional beginning for a
new pastoral assignment. He suggests that this requires constant re-negotiation and the
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building of trust: "The objective before us is to design a first year that helps us get
acquainted so that trust grows; so we can continually negotiate a lasting relationship of
growth" (93).
Entering Culture
A helpful way of entering into a new congregation is to perceive the church as a
brand new culture to be explored and understood. In this sense, going to a new parish is
like a missionary entering a foreign, unknown land. Mundy urges incoming pastors to
consider the reality that one is entering a new culture (43). Drawing from the language of
anthropological research, the new parish is presented as an unknown culture which must
be studied and understood. The symbols, language, and values of the community must be
correctly interpreted in order to connect with the congregation. "We change culture by
entering into it rather than fighting or fleeing. In nonmanipulative ways, we bond with
the ethos of a congregation, utilizing existing symbols, language, values, and narrative to
connect with future possibilities" (48). Mundy describes the task of entering culture as
"earthy" and "incamational" (51). He relates the story of a seminary graduate who was
called from Chicago to a parish in mral southem Alabama. The pastor's attempts to
persuade people with polished words and logic fell on deaf ears. One day he accepted a
long-standing invitation to "hang out with the boys" at a local gas station. He joined in
the action, even pumping gas when needed. That event became a tuming point: "In a
surprising fashion, he had bonded with a group ofkey leaders, creating depth, tmst, and a
sense ofdirection" (51).
Bonding
The concept ofbonding can be readily applied to the relationship between pastor
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and congregation. Thomas and Elizabeth Brewster provide a provoking analogy between
the birth of a child and the entrance into a new ministry environment-in their case, a
foreign mission setting. The process and importance ofbirth-bonding has been well-
documented. This article suggests that a similar bonding process must take place
between the missionary and those who will be served.
There are some important parallels between the infant's entrance into his
new culture and an adult's entrance into a new foreign culture. . . Just as
the participants in the birth experience, his adrenaline is up and his
excitement level is at a peak. Upon arrival, he is in a state of unique
readiness, both physiologically and emotionally, to become a belonger in
his new environment. (453-454)
The problem in many foreign mission situations is that newly arrived missionaries
are rushed off to a compound where they live away from the people-much like infants
snatched away from the delivery room at birth. As a result, they do not adequately bond
with the people.
The Brewsters claim that timing is critical in the bonding process. "The
individual who hopes to enter another culture in a gradual way will probably fail to do so,
and he may never enjoy the experience ofbelonging to the people or having them care for
him" (456). These observations and conclusions can easily apply to the typical parish
pastor. Those unwilling to immerse themselves in the culture and life of the community
run the serious risk ofbeing isolated from people for the duration of their tenure. Long-
term ministry is not likely.
Mundy writes on the subject ofbonding by emphasizing the role of love: "The
business ofbonding is ultimately bolstered by plain, old-fashioned loving" (52). He
gives no prescription for how to do it or description ofwhat it looks like. Expressions of
love are as many and varied as the people who offer them. Bonding is closely tied to the
Danielson 37
establishment of trust: "Identifying with the culture of your people, bonding with them,
and loving them positions church leaders on the road to trust" (53). Littleton contributes
these words: "Love is what trust is all about. Loved people become loving and trusting
people" (104).
Dynamics Related Primarily to the Successor
The following topics are specifically relevant to the function of the succeeding
pastor.
Leadership
The members of a congregation watch to see what leadership skills the new pastor
possesses. The initial exercise of those skills makes a lasting impression. For example,
Oswald points out that many pastors get drawn into a major conflict upon arrival because
parishioners hold offworking for resolution until the new pastor comes. The
congregation watches to see how the pastor will deal with the first conflict. "Hopefully,"
Oswald writes, "there will be an opportunity to develop some trust and credibility with
the entire congregation before moving into resolution. If that is not possible, his/her
credibility will ride on how she/he deals with that first conflict situation" (Ending Well
34).
Kemper suggests that a new pastor and governing board forge a contract where
the pastor pledges not to make any changes and the church agrees to receive a series of
recommendations regarding the future of the church-probably within a one year time
frame (96-97). Follow-through is important. Kemper writes that "you can begin a
ministry by intentionally building trust, but you cannot live off that trust forever. You
must continually work at trust-building" (105). When such a contract is implemented.
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recommendations must be delivered when promised. Mundy states that "people trust
leaders who follow through on what they promise to do. They become leery of leaders
who talk a big game, but seldom deliver" (53).
Schaller remarks that incoming pastors should be aware ofhow their leadership
style differs from their predecessor. Some pastors are primarily task leaders who focus
on the achievement of goals and objectives. Others are primarily cohesive leaders who
nurture relationships within the church. Neither style is inherently better than the other,
but understanding one's own style of ftinctioning and how that may be perceived by a
church in transition is crucial (Survival 46).
Is the new pastor likely to be a "shepherd" or a "rancher?" Shepherds work to
provide personal care for all members. Ranchers focus their energy on equipping lay
leadership to do ministry. Pastors need to determine which style is most appropriate for
the congregation's size as they enter it or for what they envision for that church's future.
Leadership style will generally need to change as the ministry of the church develops.
Schaller encourages the new pastor to be aware ofhis or her predecessor's tendency to be
a shepherd or a rancher, as that will shape expectations in the congregation (Survival 54).
Authority and Influence
The early months of a pastorate are likely to establish the pastor's authority with
the congregation. Lyle Schaller deals with the issue of pastoral authority in his book
Strategies for Change. He asserts that a major shift in the church has been the change
from bestowed to earned authority. Ordination and title no longer carry the inherent
weight they once had. "The pastors who are the respected and influential leaders in their
congregations today have earned their authority. The authority for their leadership has
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been earned by vision, competence, performance, skill, character, knowledge, creativity,
hard work, wisdom, productivity, initiative and verbal skills" (64). To illustrate his
claims, Schaller describes the difference in authority between a founding pastor who
served for twenty years and became a sort ofbenevolent dictator and a "newly arrived
United Methodist pastor who was appointed by the bishop following a perflinctory
meeting by the district superintendent and the pastor parish relations committee" (73). In
the latter case the new pastor was not the personal choice of any of the church members
and must therefore work to earn acceptance and trust.
Leith Anderson contributed a tongue-in-cheek article to Leadership titled "How to
Win at Parish Poker." The article raises issues about pastoral credibility and influence.
Anderson uses the analogy of a poker game to describe the perils and opportunities of
leadership. He suggests that a pastor beginning in a new position is dealt a number of
"chips" to be used in the game ofministry. The number of chips depends on many
factors, including age and experience. Anderson suggests that the circumstances created
by the departing pastor can be important, with a long-term pastorate being especially
difficult to follow: "If the previous pastor died in the pulpit preaching a superb sermon
after fifty years in the same church, all chips will be gone!" (45) Most chips are gained
through regular, effective ministry, what Mundy refers to as "paying the rent" (54). Leith
Anderson counsels that chips can be quickly lost by a new pastor by changing the order
ofworship too fast and too soon. "Most often, the new pastor who risks more chips than
he has loses big and folds" (47). Anderson urges pastors to know their priorities and
make carefiil decisions regarding risk in order to maintain credibility for the long haul
(47).
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Making Changes
Many of the books commenting on pastoral start-ups focus on the issue of change.
Price writes that "many pastors like to change existing programs and introduce new ones
shortly after beginning a new ministry. I've found that you can only effectively change
things after your consistency has laid a solid base of trust for you. Without that base, the
congregation can become alienated and create a pastoral crisis for you" (50). Robert
Ramey, Jr. states that all systems resist change. He writes, "The well-known 'Seven Last
Words of the Church' remain alive and well in every church I've ever seen: 'We've never
done it that way before.
' And churches particularly resist change if they have had no part
in planning the changes that will affect them" (71).
Oswald reflects on issues of change in The Pastor as Newcomer. He suggests that
the atmosphere of excitement generated by the arrival of a new pastor gives a certain
amount of leeway to the pastor that can have a major impact on fiiture ministry. He
warns pastors to use this generous assent of the congregation wisely. The mistake is
often made ofusing political "chits" to create an atmosphere or establish programs that
make thepastor feel comfortable in the new setting. Such influence would be better
spent elsewhere (7). Oswald's philosophy ofmaking changes is based on the belief that
changes made in the first several months are usually self-defeating. The question that
begs consideration is "What is behind the pastor's need to do his or her own thing? Early
changes only set up an adversarial relationship when the congregation is grieving for the
former pastor. Church members get the message that they are ignorant and need the new
pastor to "set things right" (7). Mundy writes, "It's amazing how much people are
willing to change when they know that you care"(52).
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Kemper urges great caution on arriving at a new church. "Resist that urge to
jump right in . . . you do not know enough about the church, and they do not know enough
about you" (96). He cautions against "fixing" things in church without a view to the long
term. "Early energies may deter you from the long-term goal ofmutual growth" (96). A
more productive approach is to slow down and practice being a keen observer. Kemper
makes the observation that "a new broom does sweep clean, but a broom in the hands of
one who has surveyed and well knows the territory sweeps even better" (105).
Issues of style relate closely to change. Oswald remarks that many pastors
assume the necessity or desirability of changing the congregation's understanding of the
pastoral role. The Alban Institute does not hold that any one style is more biblically or
theologically correct than another. While some may disagree with that position, the point
is well-taken: "When, in a start-up situation, clergy consciously try to change pastoral
leadership expectations within the parish, they are attempting to create a parish that is
more to their own personal liking" (Pastor as Newcomer 12). This raises ethical issues
concerning whether imposing style is in the interests of the church or the pastor.
Carol Childress states that in general "It isn't the changes that do you in, it's the
transitions. Futurist Marilyn Fergusun writes, "It's not so much that we are afraid of
change, or so in love with the old ways, but it's a place in between that we fear. . . It's like
Linus with his blanket in the dryer. There's nothing to hold on to" (qtd. by Dale
Galloway).
Childress suggests that the first question people pose when they are asked to do
something different is "What am I going to lose?" Change often results in the experience
ofgrief Childress cautions that people are always at different stages of readiness to
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accept change. Some are ready to quickly embrace change; others will never be ready.
Perhaps most important is the fact that people can only handle so much change. A good
rule of thumb is a maximum of five to seven changes at a time.
When changes must be made-and ultimately every church will and must change
to remain alive-the wise pastor will proceed with discernment. Staying connected with
people and understanding their likely response to change is important if the changes are
to be accepted. John Beukema states that "the more people feel they know me and the
more I make a conscious effort to know them, the more they will be receptive to change"
(61). Simpson reflects on his own pastorate and writes, "I needed to reassure people that
changes were not made to diminish the memory of former pastors nor to rewrite the
church's history" (98). Nurturing relationships and upholding the value of the past help
keep church members on board with the unfolding work of God.
Authenticity
Oswald suggests in an interview that "in the first twelve months, you need to
establish personal authenticity. People try to see if you're genuine. They'll listen to your
sermons, observe your life, and see if your head and heart are together. They want to
know if you can be trusted with the deeper issues of life" ("The Pastor's Passages" 16).
Some writers suggest that a period of testing takes place early in a new pastorate.
The congregation is watching for signs of authenticity. Littleton writes, "Some give
harsh criticism just to see how we'll react. They test us to see ifwe'll admit our mistakes
and weaknesses. Ifwe argue or make excuses, people will turn off, tune out, and distrust
everything else we do" (103). He relates a personal situation in which he chose to
publicly apologize for an error in judgment. "The mistake that had the potential to ruin
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me if I sloughed off the problem became the means ofbuilding trust" (103).
Oswald conducted an extensive study of army chaplains and Lutheran pastors.
He found that people make immediate judgments of the new pastor in the following way:
"People are looking hard to see whether their new clergyperson is genuinely interested in
them. They look for clues that communicate caring on the part of clergy" (The Pastor as
Newcomer 6). He goes on to write that "people are looking for authenticity: Is this new
pastor a fully authentic human being? Has he/she got it together personally and
theologically?" (6). A pastor who is not perceived as real is unlikely to be ftilly accepted.
Conclusion
All pastors entering into a new ministry will have to deal with start-up issues.
The new relationship between pastor and people is not unlike a marriage; living together
successfiilly requires adjustments for everyone. Patience, understanding, and love will do
much to pave the way to a lasting relationship. Those who follow long-term pastors face
challenges requiring special attention. Common wisdom suggests that such people will
be sacrificial lambs ofbrief tenure; however, knowledge of the unique dynamics of such
a transition coupled with extra sensitivity can increase the likelihood ofnot only
surviving but thriving.
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CHAPTER 3
Design of the Study
The literature pertaining to issues ofpastoral succession suggests that the actions
and attitudes of an incoming pastor greatly influence the likelihood of success or failure.
In an era when longer pastorates are encouraged in denominations such as the United
Methodist Church, understanding is needed regarding the dynamics of succession
following long-term pastors.
The purpose of the proposed study is to identify the factors considered dominant
in successful and unsuccessflil pastoral transitions by pastors who have followed a long-
term predecessor.
Research Questions
The following research questions are addressed in this study.
Research Question # 1
What common themes emerge in stories pastors tell of following a long-term
predecessor?
Narrative accounts ofministry will likely reveal the significant issues faced by
pastors. Question 1 attempts to pull together the issues that emerge in an informal and
natural maimer in a semi-structured interview.
Research Question # 2
What factors do pastors identify as dominant in successful and unsuccessfiil
transitions?
For those who have followed a long-term predecessor, what significant attitudes
and actions do they identify as contributing to a successful or unsuccessful change of
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leadership? Question 2 thus focuses on both the positive and negative elements of
pastoral succession.
Research Question #3
How well are pastors who have followed a long-tenured predecessor able to
identify the factors that led to a successfiil or unsuccessful transition?
The capacity for self-reflection and honest self-appraisal is essential for personal
growth. Question 3 asks whether or not the subjects are able to reflect on their
experience and identify the factors that have produced success or failure.
Subjects
The subjects of the study were a group of twenty pastors selected from the
Western New York Conference of the United Methodist Church. The criteria for
selection was as follows: 1) All participants needed to be full-time pastors who had been
appointed at some point in their vocation to succeed a pastor who had served the
congregation for nine years or more; 2) for those currently serving in that position, a
minimum tenure of two years was required for inclusion in the study; and 3) for those
who are not currently serving in that position, the term of service needed to have ended
within the past five years.
Information was gathered fi-om the 1998 Journal of the Western New York
Annual Conference to determine which clergy qualified for the project. The Western
New York Conferencemembership is 362, ofwhom 270 are elders in full connection.
190 active clergy-including all categories ofmembership including part-time local
pastors-serve the 260 congregations of the conference. A total of twenty elders fit the
pre-determined criteria for this study. Nineteen agreed to participate. To keep the study
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sample at an even 20, an associate member of conference meeting all of the criteria was
included.
Instrumentation
The study instrument was a semi-structured interview designed by the researcher.
Questions were based on information gathered through the review of literature (see
Appendix C). Each participant was asked three primary questions which inquired about
the fiinctioning of the three players in pastoral transitions. Probe questions based on
specific issues from the literature review were asked as follow-up to the primary
questions. To test the researcher's interview skills, a pilot test was conducted prior to the
interviews with three pastors who met most, but not all, of the criteria for the study.
Data Collection
Persons who met the criteria for the study were sent a letter inviting their
participation (see Appendix A). Each participant was sent a confirmation letter once
he/she agreed to be part of the study. Included with the letter was a description of the life
cycle theory to prompt discussion at the time of the interview.
Interviews were scheduled and conducted with the willing subjects during the
period of 1 7 March through 8 June 2000. With the exception of three interviews
conducted at denominational gatherings (e.g., Aimual Conference), the interviews took
place in the church offices or homes of the participants. In most instances, preliminary
preparation and discussion took about fifteen minutes with the interviews averaging
forty-five minutes. The data from the interviews were recorded on tape and franscribed,
with the exception of one interview. In that instance notes were taken.
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Data Analysis
The Ethnograph 5.0 software was used to sort information fi"om the interviews by
code words. The transcribed materials from the interviews were coded, and the software
was directed to sort the information by topic. A total of twenty-three codes were selected
to bring together the responses ofparticipants on topics raised by the literature. For
example, the code "BOUNDAMB" collated responses relating to boundary ambiguity.
"COMEBACK?" gathered the comments ofparticipants on the practice ofpredecessors
returning to perform pastoral fiinctions
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CHAPTER 4
Interview Findings
A Case Study
We used to speculate and laugh about the prospects at our pastors' meetings.
Who could ever replace Cal Sheasley when he finally retired? For twenty-five years the
"Bishop ofDansville" had reigned in southem Livingston County. He reluctantly took
the two-point charge in 1972 with the promise of something better if he could get the
churches out of the red. By the time that happened, he realized he had found a home and
had no intention of leaving. The churches responded to his leadership by growing in
strength and number. He became pastor, in a sense, to all the people ofDansville, an
inseparable part of the fabric holding the community together.
Even lengthy pastorates do not last forever. Cal's ongoing heart problems
cinched his decision to retire in 1997. But who could possibly replace a man who had
grown so large in the hearts and minds of the people ofDansville?
In the spring of 1997, the phone rang in the study of Jamie Stevens in
Lyndonville, New York. The bishop's cabinet wanted him to consider taking the
Dansville charge. Jamie's heart sank. His ministry in Lyndonville had been fi-uitfial, and
his roots had grown deep. But in the days that followed he could not shake the certainty
that this was God's appointment for him. Jamie agreed to go.
The people of the Dansville and Sparta Center Churches loved Cal too much to
wish him to stay. They saw the price he paid each day to pastor the two active
congregations. They feared his heart would stop before he could enjoy a well-deserved
retirement. The people determined to show how much they loved their pastor by
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releasing him and welcoming his successor.
In the months following Cal's aimouncement of retirement, he prepared the
churches for his leaving. He explained that he would no longer be baptizing their
children or otherwise fiinctioning in a pastoral role. One year before retirement, Cal had
led the church to replace the aging parsonage with a beautiful new home. He and his
wife Norma paid the price ofmoving twice in twelve months in order to provide an
adequate parsonage for the new pastor. Jamie Stevens remarks, "Cal determined before
he left that he would do whatever it took to be an asset to me. He had a clear-cut plan in
place that he made absolutely clear to both churches before he left and long before I was
introduced to the people."
Although Cal stepped aside from the role of pastor, he did not leave the
community. He worshipped at first with another congregation but returned a few months
later at Jamie's invitation. Norma offered her resignation as church organist, but Jamie
persuaded her to stay. The Sheasleys remain an active and beloved part of the Dansville
congregation and Cal occasionally takes on leadership roles (e.g., spearheading the
campaign for an elevator) at Jamie's invitation. Cal refers to Jamie as his pastor and is
determined to fully support him in that role.
Some said the appointment would not work, that only a short-term interim pastor
could follow Cal's twenty-five year legacy. They have been proven wrong. Jamie is
quick to give Cal the credit, remarking that he loved the churches more than he loved
himself As a result, says Jamie, "they were allowed to love me without feeling they
were befraying Cal." Considering his own role, Jamie states, "I really came in without a
lot ofpreconceived notions and definitely without any concerns. So I was free to be what
Danielson 50
I needed to be, who I am." The churches, in turn, welcomed their new pastor with open
arms as a testimony to the effective and faithful ministry ofCal Sheasley.
If every change following a long pastoral tenure was as successful as the
transition in Dansville, a study such as this would not be needed. The truth is that few
such changes are as smooth. The pages that follow record the responses ofpastors
regarding predecessors, congregations, and themselves in their own transitions following
a long-term pastor.
Profile of Participants
The purpose of the interviews was to discover how pastors following a long-term
predecessor understood the factors leading to success or preventing them from giving
effective leadership. In the spring of 2000, twenty individuals were interviewed in face-
to-face meetings.
Fifty percent of the persons interviewed had succeeded pastors serving fi-om nine
to eleven years. Twenty-five percent followed pastors serving twelve to seventeen years,
and the same percentage followed pastors serving eighteen to twenty-five years.
Thirteen of the twenty were still serving in the position they described in the
interview. One had retired and six had moved on to other positions. Since the
interviews, two have moved to another congregation or taken a leave of absence. Among
those remaining at the time of the interviews in the positions, length of tenure ranged
from two to ten years. The average was four years and four months. Those who had
moved on to other positions ranged from two years and nine months to fourteen years
during their tenure, for an average of almost six and a half years. The following charts
compare the tenures of study participants with their successors.
Danielson 5 1
TABLE 1
Number of Study Participants Remaining in Position at Time of Interview
Study Participant's Length of Tenure
Predecessor's
Length
of
Tenure
0-3 years 4-7 years 8-10 years
9-11
yrs. 3 2 1
12-17
yrs. 1 2
18-25
yrs. 3 1
TABLE 2
Number of Study Participants Who Had Left Position Prior to Interview
Study Participant's Length of Tenure
Predecessor's
Length
of
Tenure
0-3 years 4-8 years 9-14 years
9-11
yrs. 1 1 2
12-17
yrs. 1 1
1
8-25
yrs. 1
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All of the pastors interviewed served full-time in the ministry positions they
described. Nineteen are ordained elders and flill members of the Western New York
Conference of the United Methodist Church. One is an ordained deacon and an associate
member of the Westem New York Conference.
Eighty percent of the study participants were men. Twenty percent were women.
To assure anonymity, male and female pronouns are used throughout this document and
do not necessarily indicate whether the respondent is a man or a woman. All of those
interviewed were Caucasian. No persons from other ethnic groups fit the criteria for the
study.
Most of the persons who matched the study criteria were quite willing to
participate. Several seemed eager to tell their story. A few seemed somewhat reticent
and needed to be assured of anonymity. One pastor declined to participate because his
predecessor is a personal friend of the researcher, and another backed out of the project
right before the interview but reconsidered after being told again that no names would be
attached to the findings. The two exceptions to this policy are Jamie Stevens and Cal
Sheasley whose names are used with their permission. One of the participants asked
several questions about what would happen to the audio tape after the study was
completed. After hearing that the tapes would be desfroyed, the individual was still
reticent but finally agreed to an interview recorded with notes rather than tape.
Responses ofParticipants by Code
The following table lists ten representative code words used to sort responses of
study participants on various topics. Frequency of appearance and numbers ofpersons
responding are listed.
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TABLE 3
Responses of Participants by Code
Code Word Frequency of Appearance Number Responding
Bonding 20 17
Boundamb 23 12
Changes 29 18
Comeback? 23 16
Conflict 26 19
Culture 20 20
Generatnl 8 8
Grieve 20 17
Leadstyle 37 20
Trust 22 18
The Role of the Predecessor
Helen looked around her church study. Partially packed boxes lined the walls.
She had to agree with the assessment of the pastor who would soon follow her. The room
really was too small. He had suggested that a room across the hall would be more
adequate and wondered if she would advocate for the change. Helen knew the other
space was somewhat of a sacred cow for the older members. Nevertheless, in the days to
come she presented the issue as her suggestion. She urged the members to make the best
possible room available for their new pastor. She took the leadership capital banked over
twelve years and used it to benefit her successor. Today that successor speaks with
appreciation for her willingness to act on his behalf during her final days at the church.
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Frank stood to address the congregation. Retired now for three months, he
relished his first opportunity to speak as pastor emeritus. Frank had promised to worship
elsewhere for a year, but when the first Sunday after his retirement send-off arrived, he
found himself sitting in the front pew. "After all," he reasoned, "I've been here for
twenty-three years. I belong here." He became increasingly irritated, however, with the
diminished attention and the congregation's focus on the new pastor. When that pastor
left for a Sunday, he asked Frank to preach. "What's the matter with you people?" Frank
scolded from the pulpit. "Have you forgotten who I am? Have you forgotten how much
my wife and I have done for you?" The stunned congregation listened in embarrassment
as Frank continued his tongue-lashing.
Predecessors differ greatly in their approach to leaving the pastoral role. The
participants in this study had plenty of stories to share about the persons who preceded
them in the position ofpastor. The following themes emerged as people responded to the
question "How did your predecessor fit into the picture of your transition?" and as
responses were followed by probe questions.
Sharing of Information
Nearly all of the participants remarked on the giving or withholding ofbasic
information by their predecessors. Much of that information was in written form. Shut-
in lists, organizational charts, and membership directories are the sorts of documents
most frequently mentioned. A few remarked that none of this information was provided,
and a considerable amount of sleuthing was required to get started. In contrast, one
pastor remarked that his predecessor left a three- fourths inch thick document on his desk
outlining the power structure of the church and giving detailed notes on each member.
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Personal issues learned through visitation and counseling were explained, and
suggestions for follow-up given.
Most new pastors felt they had been adequately prepped with the basic lists of
information expected during transitions. The pastors who did not leave such materials
were consistently those conflicted about leaving. Interestingly, those who left very
extensive materials-for example the pastor who left the thick document with detailed
notes-also tended to be those having particular difficulty with the move. Over-
fiinctioning and under-fiinctioning in the sharing of information was evident in verbal
interactions as well. One pastor shared that his predecessor began calling him every
morning at 7:00 after the appointment was set. The expressed purpose was to be helpfill
in sharing updates on the congregation. After a while, the new pastor began to
understand the predecessor's need to control situations-including his exit and the
successor's entrance. Other pastors were at the other extreme of involvement. Two of
the predecessors repeatedly put off requests of the new pastors to meet with them, finally
arranging meetings with church boards but never meeting personally with the incoming
pastors.
While much of the information shared was helpfiil, some of it was not. One
pastor kept telling his successor that he had "really big shoes to fill." Another provided
no helpfiil documentation but insisted on warning the incoming pastor about all the
troublemakers in the church. After the new pastor got to know them, he remarked "I
foimd that the people he said were problems were truly wonderful people."
One study participant who had a particularly rough ministry stated his predecessor
had been gracious in orienting him to the church and community. Unlike the pastor just
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described, he refrained from talking about personalities to not bias his successor. As the
"new" pastor prepared for his own exit from the church after less than three years, he
remarked, "I wish he could have prepared me, had identified some of the problems and
issues and pattems." Other interviewees also expressed fi-usfration over not being
adequately prepared for problems. "I feel 1 should have been more fiilly informed of
situations needing to be dealt with," said one. Another simply expressed the desire for a
realistic assessment prior to arrival.
Making the Break
The issue evoking the strongest emotional response was that ofpredecessors who
were not able to appropriately separate themselves from their role as pastor. Differently
stated, many predecessors had trouble taking on the role offormer pastor. Several
recurring themes emerged.
For some new pastors, the issue of predecessors retuming to perform pastoral
fiinctions was troublesome. In most cases, the predecessor had a general understanding
that leaving the role of pastor meant that pastoral fiinctions would cease in that setting.
One exception was a recently retired pastor who came back repeatedly to perform private
baptisms in homes until the new pastor found out. When confronted, the former pastor
expressed surprise that his successor was bothered.
More common were stories ofpastors who relished opportunities to share in
weddings and fiinerals. The pastors interviewed did not necessarily see this as a serious
problem. Two, in fact, said that participating with a colleague and predecessor in fiineral
services had been meaningfiil. In one instance, three generations of pastors shared
reflections on the life of the deceased. Still, the question was raised: is it healthy for
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former pastors to keep coming back? One pastor reflected, "I have to say, deep down
inside ofme, when I get one more request for him to be part of a fiineral, I think it is
time; I am starting my fourth year here. It is time to let that go."
Several pastors indicated their predecessor's inability or imwillingness to say "no"
to requests for pastoral fiinctions inhibited their efforts to become established as pastor.
A common issue was the uncomfortable position ofbeing asked if a predecessor could
participate in a wedding or fiineral. One pastor expressed it this way:
[My predecessor] would not say no. I was always put in a bind. If I said
no to a request for his participation, I came out as the bad guy. So I would
tell them to consult with [the predecessor] and he would always say yes.
Then he would complain to me about doing it. I wanted to tell him that he
was just trying to remain the good guy by never saying no.
Some pastors did express their feeling to their predecessor, with varying results. Some
were resentful or defensive. Others acknowledged the need to make a cleaner break.
While at least half of the persons interviewed indicated their predecessor returned
too frequently or had difficulty separating from the role ofpastor to the congregation,
others commended their predecessors for the ability to move on. One participant
followed a pastor of twenty years and said that "he was very intentionally and
consistently uninvolved in the best sense as I entered the parish." He continued by
reflecting that "there is a harshness and a difficulty to that pastorally that is painful."
Nevertheless, he perceived his predecessor's method of leaving as necessary. He
contrasted it with a short-term staffmember who was not able to separate from his
position and whose continued interaction with the church had been farmore fraumatic
and froublesome.
Several respondents were clear that they expected the former pastor would
continue personal friendships with members of the church. The problems came when the
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predecessor could not distinguish between the role of friend and the role ofpastor. For
example, one predecessor would tell the new pastor he was only responding to the needs
of persons in the church as a fiiend. When he would show up at the hospital to sit
through surgeries with church members, the new pastor questioned where the role of
fiiend ended and the role ofpastor resumed.
Interestingly, two pastors expressed appreciation for the determination of
predecessors to not interfere in the church's ministry after departing, while at the same
time suggesting the line had been drawn too sharply. One pastor refiased to return for a
centennial celebration to which all former pastors had been invited. In the other situation,
the predecessor was so unable to deal with his own emotions about leaving that he simply
cut off all contact with members of the church. Both situations were perceived as
unnecessary or unhelpfiil by the incoming pastors.
Four of the twenty participants in the study were preceded by a pastor who retired
and remained in the congregation. One of the four perceived his predecessor as a sfrong
asset. Two indicated that the predecessor's presence was neither helpfiil nor problematic.
Only one stated that the former pastor's involvement was troublesome. Each of the four
made a commitment to worship in another church for several months to a year after
retiring, although one did not follow through with that commitment.
The presence of a former pastor in the congregation is a special circumstance that
merits mention. Jamie Stevens' predecessor, Cal Sheasley, was exemplary in his efforts
to ease the transition. The pastor who berated the congregation for not paying enough
attention to him and his wife was not. The pastor who followed the latter spoke of
repeated actions by the former pastor-most likely without intention to harm-which
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undercut his ability to be perceived as pastor. For example, every Sunday the former
pastor sings in the choir and shakes the hands of every person seated along the aisle as
the choir recesses at the end of the service. Another pastor who followed a recent retiree
made these observations:
Simply the fact that he is present has created a dynamic which has its
challenges. Following the service there is almost always a little
congregation ofpersons who stay and talk with the pastor and his family.
It is just symptomatic of a dynamic in that it is obvious there are some
persons who have a difficult time letting go ofhim as a pastor and really
adopting the new pastor and his family.
In one of the situations mentioned above, the new pastor is reluctant to make the
former pastor's actions an issue because the predecessor's grown children and their
families are active leaders in the church. Similar circumstances exist in each of the other
churches where a retired pastor has remained. All three churches have staffmembers
who are members of the former pastor's family. Perhaps surprisingly, all situations have
worked well and have not been threatening to the new pastor. One pastor remarked when
asked if the former pastor's wife could remain as church secretary, "It's OK as long as
it's OK." While he acknowledged that the secretary's presence has made the
congregation's letting go of the former pastor more difficult, her cooperation and
knowledge of the people has compensated for that.
Proactive Preparation
Several former pastors were cited by successors for positive actions taken to
assure the new pastor's success. Each used the accumulated good will ofmultiple years
ofministry to benefit the pastor who would soon take the reigns and lead the
congregation. For example, one pastor knew that the church parsonage's location on a
busy highway would not be suitable for a family with young children. He spent several
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months prior to retirement persuading the church to take action. The new parsonage was
completed in time for the new pastor and family to move in. In contrast, a pastor who
had struggled for several years with an incompetent secretary acknowledged to his
successor the need to replace her. The new pastor had to do the difficult work of letting
the secretary go and had to deal with the backlash of firing a member of the church. The
heat could have been more easily absorbed by the departing former pastor.
Pastors who verbally built up their successors to the congregation helped prepare
the people to transfer their affection and loyalty. One departing pastor found repeated
ways to commend her successor to the church. She told them they were fortunate to be
assigned such a competent and caring pastor. As a final project, she arranged for the
production of a new photo directory that pictured the two pastors side by side. Such
actions demonstrate a genuine desire for the new pastor to succeed.
The Role of the Congregation
Janet's first Sunday at Trinity Church dawned with a brisk wind and the threat of
rain. The gray skies seemed to match the spirits of those who gathered for a breakfast to
welcome the new pastor. A strong bond had existed with their former leader, and they
still felt the sting of his departure just one week earlier. The early worship service during
the summer months was held in an outdoor pavilion. Janet eyed the skies once again and
asked the lay leader if they would meet outdoors that day. "Well, that's up to you.
You're the pastor." Janet remarked on the weather conditions and asked what they would
normally do on a day like this. "Well," replied the lay leader, "we always just meet
outside in the summer." Since the starting time had arrived, Janet led the group outdoors
to begin worship. At the end of the summer the Staff Parish Relations Committee
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confronted Janet with an issue brought by the lay leader and supported by others. They
wanted to know why she forced them to meet outdoors during inclement weather.
The congregation ofWalnut Street Church was shocked to learn that Pastor Ron
Brown was leaving after fifteen years. The large majority of current members had come
to Walnut Street during his tenure. People could hardly imagine anyone else at the helm
of the church. When the initial waves of surprise subsided, groups within the church
began to pray. Sunday school classes, Bible studies, fellowship groups-all began to
intercede on behalfof the new pastor God would send. Those prayers continued-even
increased-after he arrived at the church and began his new ministry.
The congregation plays a key role in every pastoral fransition. The pastors
interviewed in this study identified helpfiil-and less-than-helpfiil-dynamics existing in
the congregations they entered.
Letting Go
Churches normally mark the departure of a pastor with a series of good-bye
rituals. Study participants quickly identified the kinds of celebrations that accompanied
the departure of their predecessors. Farewell parties and retirement banquets were
characterized by laughter, words of appreciation, and sharing ofmemories. Most were
perceived by successors as helpfiil in assisting congregations and pastors to move on.
Persons interviewed quickly picked up on the theme ofgrief They recognized
the impact of loss in the fransition process. Although farewell rituals were helpfiil, they
rarely if ever completed the necessary griefwork. One pastor, in fact, observed that
church members wore themselves out throwing parties and never went below surface
issues to deal with feelings of loss.
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Two of the successors explained that the continued presence of the former pastor-
one serving a nearby church and the other retired-made working through griefdifficult
for the congregation. In one situation, the new pastor observed that the people who were
never able to let the former pastor go eventually left the church. The other said, "I think
just the fact that the retired pastor and his family are still present in the church creates a
dynamic where [the grief] is not going to be totally resolved formany years."
Though most pastoral exits were observed with public gatherings, one pastor
refiised to allow a farewell celebration. Apparently he had great difficulty saying good
bye after twelve years. When his successor prepared to leave the church after a similar
tenure, the church threw a huge party. The pastor reflected on the experience:
Some of the people who had been my biggest challenges came to the
farewell party. They came and said "You know, we came because we
knew we needed to do this. We didn't get to do this when Jim left. We
never got to say good-bye to him and frankly we believed that poisoned
our relationship with you firom the beginning because we never had a
chance to say good-bye to Jim.
Two similar but divergent stories from study participants illustrate how churches
either hold on to a pastoral relationship or are able to move beyond grief to receive new
leadership.
Evan and his wife Elaine had just been introduced to the StaffParish Relations
Committee at Hillsboro Church. Evan paced the hallway while the committee conferred
with the district superintendent. Elaine picked up some literature from the welcome
center, then noticed a picture of Jesus displayed prominently by the sanctuary. She called
to Evan and asked, "Does the Jesus in this picture look familiar to you?" He studied the
drawing and soon connected the image with a pastoral colleague-not his immediate
predecessor at Hillsboro, but the long-term beloved pastor who had served before him.
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"My God," he blurted out, "It's Ken-the Son ofGod!" After serving at Hillsboro for
several months, Evan learned that a local artist had indeed asked Ken to pose for the
picture of Jesus before he moved on to teach at a seminary.
Betty felt a close connection with her pastor. He had helped her through some
especially difficult times. When the time for him to retire drew close, Betty used her
artistic skills to render his portrait for the cover of the church newsletter. Her successor
remarked that "she honored and lifted him up that way and of course that was the
particular way she used to work through her grief"
In the first situation, Evan endured a brief and conflicted pastorate, always feeling
unable to compete with the ghosts of his predecessors. In the second, the congregation
celebrated the ministry of their former pastor and quickly embraced the gifts and ministry
of his successor.
Saying Hello
If farewell rituals are significant milestones in a pastoral transition, so are the
events and actions that mark the begirming of a new pastorate. One pastor remarked that
she had never been so thoroughly welcomed. The parsonage was spic and span with new
wallpaper and paint. Fresh curtains framed the windows, a bouquet of flowers sat on the
kitchen table, and the refrigerator was fully stocked. The next day this new pastor was
presented with a new Book ofWorship and stole during her first service at the church. "I
just felt very cared for and welcomed and loved and affirmed as God's choice for this
church."
Not all of the pastors in this study were so welcomed. Two in particular remarked
that no one met them at the church or parsonage when they arrived in town. One felt
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ignored at a "welcome" breakfast and the other had to request some sort ofwelcoming
event after several weeks had passed. As a whole, however, the pastors interviewed
indicated they felt adequately welcomed by the churches and communities.
More important than rituals ofwelcome are the attitudes held by members of the
congregation during transition. The general posture or "heart" of the congregation
received frequent comment by those interviewed.
Six of the pastors interviewed stated specifically that their congregations were
ready for the change. In each circumstance, the new pastor gained the confidence of the
congregation and enjoyed a fi-uitfiil ministry. One quoted a lay leader who remarked,
"We all love Allen. He was a good pastor, but we realized it was time for a change, so
now we just need to adapt to someone new." That spirit of adaptability went a long way
to assure a successfiil transition.
Some congregations seemed well beyond the point of readiness for a change. One
pastor described the congregation as desperate. Years of decline and struggle under a
faithfijl but less-than-effective pastor had driven the congregation to the edge of despair.
The congregation was thrilled with their new pastor, but he acknowledged they would
have been happy with almost anyone new! Another pastor remarked on his entrance into
a new congregation. His predecessor's retirement was long over-due, and he claimed that
very little griefwas evident. From the first day there was a "new awakening."
More typical were those pastors describing a mixed bag of feelings in the
congregations they came to serve. One pastor who struggled for years in his new setting
before feeling accepted observed that members were inwardly conflicted about the
change. Many recognized the urgency for new leadership while also feeling guilt for
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rejecting the pastor many had come to know as "Uncle Paul." Another pastor stated that
members of the church were not in agreement with one another about the change. He
discerned three distinct groups. One was made up of persons who were ready for
someone with his particular gifts and extroverted personality. Another group seemed to
scrutinize everything he did and never accepted him. The third, and largest, group was
rather neutral and seemed ready to receive whomever God sent. "I'm thankfiil," he said,
"for a group ofpeople in the congregation who didn't attach themselves to a personality
or a style and were able to accept new leadership."
The new pastors expressed openness to meeting members of the congregation and
beginning the process of creating trust. At least two, however, learned there is merit to
the old adage "beware those who meet you at the train." One pastor described her
experience:
I hadn't been there formore than a week when a number ofpeople
unloaded their extreme unhappiness with my predecessor. That was news
to me because he had left me with the impression that everything was
wonderftil. Part ofme said "watch out for these folks, because if they
complain about him, they will complain about me later on." I probably
listened more than I should have. There were two sides to a number of
stories.
Another pastor told of how he and his wife were invited to the home ofparishioners for
what they expected would be a pleasant meal and a time to get acquainted. Instead, the
couple used the opportunity to unload criticism of the predecessor and give their
assessment ofwhat the new pastor should do. "It was a nightmare," he said.
Building Trust
Pastors were asked whether the congregation's trust in them increased or
decreased in the first year. Those who had brief, unhappy pastorates and those who still
struggled to establish themselves as pastor invariably reported that the trust level
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diminished-if there had been any trust to begin with. The pastoral transitions appearing
most successfiil were accompanied by increasing levels of trust.
One pastor of a large church stated that "people can like you, people can love you;
but you won't make a lot ofprogress until they trust you. And that takes time." Others
agreed, one reporting that at least two years passed before any trust was seen.
At least four of the congregations where little trust was evident engaged in
sabotaging the pastor's efforts. One pastor asked several key leaders about making
changes in the worship service. The much-loved predecessor was rather high church in
his approach to worship and the new pastor's tastes were more in the revivalist tradition.
"Go ahead," the leaders replied, "make any changes you like." Chaos reigned on the first
Sunday after the naive pastor completely revamped the style and order ofworship.
Joining in the fi"ay were those advisors who now pleaded ignorance about their role in the
changes.
Another pastor described her new congregation as "beyond ambivalent" in
receiving her. Her predecessor's ghost seemed nearly tangible in the church, and she was
fi-equently told how Max "did it this way" or "that way." One of the things Max had
done before leaving was put all church records-membership, finances, shut-ins, etc.,-on a
not-very-user-friendly computer program. The successor had acknowledged her
computer illiteracy prior to arrival and received the promise ofhelp. Since the secretary
was also clueless, a man from the congregation agreed to give training. He came once,
seemed agitated and impatient, mumbled something about reading the manuals, and left
without giving any practical help. "This is just an example," the pastor related, "ofhow
it felt like the congregation colluded to not allow me entry." Trust is obviously a two-
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way street. When distrusting congregations acted to sabotage or ambush the efforts of a
new pastor, the pastor likewise found it difficult to trust the people of the church.
Another potential barrier to a positive relationship between pastor and people is
the matter of culture. Again, a clear connection is seen between the pastors' perception
of the culture of the church and community and the likelihood of a successfiil transition.
Pastors who stayed in the new situation for three years or less consistently spoke of their
discomfort with the culture. "It felt poisonous to me," said one. "Very lethal." On the
other hand, pastors who prospered in their new setting invariable described the culture as
familiar or comfortable.
Elements of culture mentioned by respondents included the rural or urban nature
of the community, economics, social pattems, levels of education, friendliness, theology,
and styles ofworship and spirituality. Although the study participants were able to
reflect on culture, some acknowledged it was something they took for granted and had
not really thought about. One pastor endured several years of stmggle before really
connecting with the congregation. He stated that he had not adequately considered the
impact of culture when he moved from a blue-collar suburban congregation to a staid and
traditional church in an affluent small town. He assumed his sermons and leadership
style would work equally well in any church. They did not. Another pastor commented
on the two-way nature of culture: "They probably have had to adjust to me as much as I
have adjusted to them."
Bonding results when people are willing to start trusting and accept others,
despite their differences. The pastors who experienced successful fransitions reported
either rapid or gradual bonding. Some believed an immediate bond was formed which
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has remained strong. One said that bonding quickly with people is a part ofhis nature.
He described driving alone into the valley where his new church was located. In the
truck was the last load of furniture removed from the old parsonage. "I looked across the
hills and it was like this is my place now, this is my home."
A pastor who followed a retired pastor remaining in the congregation expressed
the opinion that "bonding is probably a several year process." He went on to say that
"you don't really have a bonding experience until you go through some sort of crisis
together." For him, the crisis was simply dealing with the congregation's expectations.
A bond was formed as pastor and congregation struggled with how to live and work
together.
When asked how bonding took place, several mentioned the importance of
visiting members in their homes. Others reported on small groups that met in homes or
the parsonage during the first months of the new pastorate in order to build relationships.
One pastor stated that he bonded with people through preaching. The people were
hungry for a relationship with Christ and responded to Jesus (and the pastor) with
eagerness. Another pastor bonded in a way that surprised her. Apparently her
predecessor was perceived as aloof and uncomfortable with children. People
immediately warmed to her as they observed her hugging the children on Sunday
mornings.
The pastors who only remained in their new position for a few years indicated that
while they may have bonded with some individual parishioners, no bond ever formed
with the congregation as a whole. Four participants who eventually had a prosperous
ministry described situations where bonding did not happen for at least three years. One
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believed his inability to bond was due in part to his own traumatic experiences in two
prior appointments. Although the congregation was ready to receive him, he was not able
to trust for a long time. Another pastor reported turmoil in his relationship with the
church that paralleled the turmoil in his marriage. His wife co-pastored the church.
When she left him, she was also walking out on the congregation. The pastor and the
people bonded in the pain of the divorce.
Issues of Age and Gender
A majority of the pastoral transitions in this study involved a significant age
difference between the predecessor and successor. In eighteen of the twenty situations
studied, the new pastor was younger than the predecessor. However, no one reported
generational issues to be a major difficulty in regard to the ability ofparishioners to
accept and follow the new pastor.
The three youngest pastors-ranging in age fi-om thirty-one to thirty-four at the
time of their appointment-specifically mentioned the age difference as a major asset. All
followed retiring pastors and stated that the chiirches seemed energized by their
enthusiasm and new ideas. In fact, those three transitions were marked by the most
dramatic numerical growth observed in this study.
Although leadership style will be examined elsewhere in this chapter, it is worth
noting here that the one generational difference mentioned was in regard to leadership.
Two pastors specifically mentioned the stress that resulted from bringing a leadership
style focused on equipping members forministry rather than simply taking care of the
needs ofmembers. The difference was perceived by those pastors as a generational issue.
Four of the twenty participants in the study were women. Three remained in their
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positions for three-year pastorates that could only be described as unhappy. Two of the
three did not even complete the flill three years but left a few months prior to the normal
change of appointments in July. The fourth had a positive transition and is experiencing
a fruitfiil ministry.
The three women who did not have successful transitions sensed enormous
hostility from their congregations. All stated that gender seemed to be an issue for the
churches. One said, "People were having difficulty with the fact that the pastor was
female. 1 have encountered more of that in this church than in any church I have served."
Two of the pastors were preceded by female pastors on staff, but in each instance they
were the first woman to act as lead pastor. Despite the obvious discomfort of the
churches, all three women were reluctant to identify gender issues as a primary reason for
the poor relationship between pastor and congregation. One of them stated that
difficulties surrounding her predecessor's departure were more significant. Two believed
their appointment had been a political move to prove that women could lead larger
churches rather than a wise match of congregation and pastor.
Dynamics of Conflict
Most of the study participants reported some level of conflict in their
congregations. Some of the conflict was ongoing or had its roots in situations existing
prior to the arrival of the new pastor. Other conflicts were directly related to the new
pastor's presence.
Only one of the participants used the word "honeymoon" to describe the early
months of the pastorate, but a significant number spoke of increasing levels of conflict
beginning at the end of the first year and continuing for two or three years. One pastor
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acknowledged that fiilly one-third of the active membership left the church during the
early years ofhis pastorate. Only after the demographics had shifted dramatically-
around the fourth year-did the conflict diminish. Another pastor described the intense
conflict that accompanied the sweeping changes he made during the first several months.
After nine months the conflicts were over and the church moved on.
Some of the conflicts were apparently rooted in the different style of the new
pastor. For example, one pastor was mystified by people screaming at each other at
board meetings. Eventually he realized that his practice of giving more power to people
(e.g., not writing agendas and leading meetings as his predecessor had done) created a
leadership vacuum that led to power struggles. Frequent comparisons with former
pastors were mentioned by several participants, along with the resistance of
congregations to receiving leadership from a new pastor. One pastor who had endured
some particularly strong resistance in the first year described how things began to change.
"They starting thinking that not everything I was doing was a message from Satan
himself, and it might be O.K. to try a couple of things."
Not all conflict is what it appears to be. One pastor reflected on this by saying
that "for several years there were undercurrents I couldn't figure out. I realized later they
were really about unresolved conflict from a former situation being played out through
conflict with me." Because the conflict was covert, rather than outward and obvious, it
was difficult to deal with. The fact that the issues people bring up are often not the real
issue, in this case, the former pastor, makes conflict management an ongoing challenge.
Several participants mentioned passive-aggressive behavior by church members and the
need to be pro-active in uncovering and addressing conflict before it becomes
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unmanageable.
The Role of the New Pastor
During Marty's introductory meeting with a group of leaders from Bethany
Church, he asked what the people of the congregation were proud of He thought they
might comment on their Sunday school program or the church's mission involvement.
The answer surprised him. "This room," they replied, explaining that a recent
remodeling project had transformed a drafty and unatfractive space into a beautifril
memorial chapel and lounge. For the next fourteen years, Marty led the church into new
areas ofministry and greater levels of spiritual vitality. But he never forgot to affirm
their past and always tried to honor the things they valued-including the memorial
chapel.
When Marty moved on to a denominational position. Pastor Sam Bermett was
appointed to Bethany. Sam's prior ministry experience was finitfiil and he was ready to
see great things happen in his new setting. Soon after arriving, Sam met with the trustees
in the memorial chapel. "This room is the perfect location for the church nursery," he
remarked. The trustees had reservations. The Memorial Committee was upset, and when
the United Methodist Women heard the plan, a ftill-scale rebellion broke out. Sam
responded forcefiilly by reminding them that he was the resident expert on church
growth, and they would be wise to follow his suggestions. In the end, he won the battle
and the chapel became a nursery, but by then Sam had moved on to another church to
escape the conflict that ensued at Bethany. The role of the incoming pastor in times of
fransition is crucial. The twenty pastors interviewed for this project shared candidly on
the parts they played in the ministries they entered.
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Attitude
Given the opportunity to answer the question "How did you function as the pastor
in your new setting?" several remarked on the attitudes they brought with them to the
church. One described a deep sense of apprehension in leaving the seminary
environment: "I had a lot of anxiety that really caused me to spend more time in prayer
and devotion." A pastor who experienced a very positive transition explained that she
entered the new church with confidence. She believed her experience and training
equipped her well for the challenges of the new position. Another pastor, upon
reflection, said, "I think 1 might have been a little arrogant when I came in." The
arrogance contributed to a rough transition.
Several participants believed they entered the congregation from a position of
weakness. One was injured in an accident shortly before moving to the new church. His
injuries affected him physically and psychologically and prevented him from operating at
full strength. Two pastors described making the transition from pastorates that left them
emotionally beaten. One said, "I was somewhere in the stages ofbum-out when 1 came
to the new church. In the first six months to one year, I was not really available to them
because I was in recovery from former experiences." The other described leaving an
inner-city parish that had been like a war zone for his family: "It took me a couple of
years to get over the shock of the situations I had been in. I think the congregation could
sense the emotional distance; I was too wounded to open up my heart again."
Some of the pastors described what they understood, in refrospect, as poor
motives for entering the new appointment. More specifically, they were eager to move
up the vocational ladder. One recalled watching peers move on to larger churches with
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higher salaries. Although her own congregation was vital and a satisfying place to
minister, she said, "I still wanted to succeed in being pastor of a larger church." The
move to a larger church proved disastrous. Another pastor had just decided through a
lengthy process of discernment to pursue an advanced degree in counseling when the
phone rang, and he was asked to pastor a prominent congregation in the conference. At
the time, he took the invitation as God's leading. Later on, he thought otherwise:
In retrospect, I don't believe that it was a sign from God that I should give
up on all I had thought and worked through and developed as a sense of
calling. I think it was a seduction. The problem was in me. I was needing
to feel affirmation and accomplishment and recognition, and that is why
things were so bad for me at the new church.
Interestingly, only two pastors mentioned any sense ofGod's leading in the
process of transition. The one just mentioned, of course, had second thoughts later. The
other stated repeatedly that the certainty ofGod's providence in calling him to his new
position helped him endure questions and difficulties that came across his way.
Initial Strategies
Most of the respondents in this study had a strategy for entering the new parish
setting. A large number spoke of their determination to know the members of the church
as quickly as possible. One said, "My intention was to visit the congregation in groups,
to be in every small group in the life of the church in the first year and then to gather up
some people not in the groups for a special luncheon and then to do as much home
visiting as I could and through the autumn to telephone personally everyone in the
church." A challenging goal in a church ofover two thousand members! The pastor of a
smaller church expressed similar goals: "I focused the first year on getting to know
people. I spent a lot of time with people, going to their homes, visiting with them, talking
to them, trying to find out what made them tick." Visitation and other means of getting
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to know church members was the most common strategy for ministry in the first year.
Several pastors discussed the role ofpreaching in the early months of the new
pastorate. Themes ofbasic Christianity, life in the church, discipleship, and vision were
common. Two pastors used the pulpit to make a needed coimection between the past and
the future. One lifted up the church's rich history as a way ofhelping the church work
through a murky present to a brighter fiiture. Another pastor saw that an unresolved
conflict from the church's past was holding it captive in the present. She preached on
themes of forgiveness that culminated in a powerful healing service. The congregation
was able to put that piece ofhistory to rest and move on.
A significant number ofpastors saw a need to organize the church more
efficiently in the early days of their pastorates. They placed records in order and
streamlined cumbersome administrative structures. One pastor described how his
congregation was always fighting about seemingly insignificant things, for example the
procedure for borrowing chairs from the church. He helped them create a policy booklet.
"Within a couple of years we realized how important it was to have those ducks in a row
because the policies helped us to move forward faster without a lot of things holding us
back." One pastor, in particular, described a process for developing a "church direction
document" and a mission statement. It was completed eighteen months after his arrival.
The process was gradual and designed to create consensus. The pastor remarked that
"you really have to work early on at the mission and developing relationships. We didn't
make a lot of changes early on, but in the next few years, once the mission statement was
made, we made some significant changes very quickly."
One of the interview questions asked the pastors to recall what they
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communicated about their predecessor to the congregation. Respondents fell into two
unexpected categories. One group seemed to interpret the question as "Did you say good
things about your predecessor to the church?" The others took the question to mean "Did
you tell the church the bad things you were thinking about your predecessor?" Those
who were complimentary said things like this:
"I intentionally and consistently celebrated his gifts in teaching and preaching and
some other areas."
"I have said flat out that he is my biggest asset. I am straight up about it. They
know that I love my predecessor, which is really great because they all love him too, but
they also love me."
"I have always been very supportive of the pastor in terms ofwhat he brought to
the church, where he took the church during his eleven years with them."
"I was always carefiil to cast him in a positive light. I never said a negative word
about him."
"I shared that he had been used by God to prepare the ground to bring new life to
an old, stuffy, bureaucratic church."
While some pastors were fiilly supportive of their predecessors' work, others
found creative ways to put a positive spin on a dubious prior pastorate. One pastor
expressed his philosophy like this: "You are always a loser when you start putting
someone down." Another pastor, whose father was a preacher, said this: "I learned a
long time ago that you never criticize a predecessor, ever, privately or publicly."
The pastors with significant struggles in their new positions tended to be those
who interpreted the question negatively and also were likely to express displeasure with
Danielson 77
their predecessor to the congregation. Few confessed to blatant criticism, but several
found ways to highlight differences with the predecessor. For example, "Whenever I
would mention the previous pastor," said one participant, "I would do so mainly in terms
of articulating our different styles ofministry. I spoke in those terms not because he was
a bad pastor, but simply because the model he used was not appropriate for today." That
pastor lost a significant portion of the congregation in the first few years and confesses
resentment toward the predecessor whose style differs so greatly from his own. Another
pastor was more direct in criticizing his predecessor, but limited his remarks to people he
knew were "looking for change." And finally, one pastor who kept nervously
interrupting the interview to ask "Is this in confidence?" indicated he had hinted his
displeasure with the former pastor to the StaffParish Relations Chairperson.
Dealing with Disappointment
Some of the participants found upon arrival in the new church that reality did not
resemble what they were promised. One pastor believed he had been deceived by the
district superintendent and the former pastor:
I took them at their word and got here to find that none of the stuffwas
true. It really affected my pastoral style and put a huge damper on
relations with people in the parish because I didn't know who I could trust.
I became very isolated and just tried to do the job. It was very, very
difficult to function.
Another pastor found his expectations for the congregation challenged. "When I came in
here, I had a lot of church growth ideas, and I had a vision for where this church could
go." The church's initial enthusiasm for his vision was followed by massive resistance.
After hitting a brick wall, he reassessed his work and backed off for a time from his front-
loaded vision. "I had to be taken down a peg or two. I had to go back and do more of the
basic pastoral work without compromising my vision and make sure I was connecting
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with people and building relationships."
Disappointment and disillusionment in the new setting created bitterness in some
that was evident in the interviews. The bitterness arose from the frustration of trying one
remedy after another with few results. One pastor listed what he did to try to create a
positive working relationship: longer working hours, new programs, sermon series,
innovations, community building, historical emphases, individual interventions, and
conflict management strategies. Nothing he did seemed to please the people, and
eventually he gave up.
Life Cycles
Most of the study participants were unfamiliar with organizational life cycle
theory prior to reading the article sent in advance of the interviews. Some indicated
awareness of Levinson's work with individual life cycles. Several stated they found the
information helpfril and wished they had read it prior to beginning their appointment.
The majority of respondents indicated they arrived at congregations in the
bureaucracy stage. A few placed their churches in the aristocracy phase and one
described her congregation as stable. Another pastor depicted the large congregation he
serves as "multi-personality" and "multi-phase."
Persons interviewed were asked to consider whether the church's life cycle and
their personal life cycle were compatible. The hypothesis was that similar life cycle
stages were likely to provide a good match between pastor and congregation.
Demonsfrating the validity of that assumption based on the responses of those
interviewed would be difficult. In fact, some of the most successfiil transitions took place
with pastors and congregations at radically different points in their life cycles. For
Danielson 79
example, several pastors in the early phases of their vocation were enormously successful
in entering congregations steeped in bureaucracy. However, when a church and a pastor
were both going through painfiil life transitions, the combination was difficult if not
disastrous. One pastor who had recently passed through his age thirty transition and an
accompanying divorce stated that if he had not moved into a stable phase before entering
a congregation in turmoil, the transition would have been far more difficult than it was.
Wherever church and pastor are in their respective life cycles, they have the potential for
bringing out either the best or worst in each other. One church and pastor nearly
destroyed each other during their brief years together. Both were unsettled, confused,
and angry. In a similar situation, the pastor and congregation reached out and ministered
to one another in their common experience of pain.
Far more significant than the similarity of life cycles seems to be the leadership
style of the new pastor. Adizes and Saarinen identify the leadership styles most effective
in reversing organizations (in this case, churches) from the stages leading to death. One
pastor whose difficult transition was ultimately successfiil stated that the match of pastor
and congregation was good not because it was comfortable (it was not) but because his
leadership style was what the congregation needed. Over a period of several years he
helped the church move from its bureaucratic, business-as-usual style of functioning to a
clearer focus on mission and ministry. Similar stories were shared by several other
pastors.
Leadership Style
Many of the pastors interviewed had difficulty identifying or defining their
leadership styles. Others were able to do so only in retrospect, realizing they had no
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particular strategy or plan as they entered the new parish. Some described style in terms
ofbeing directive or non-directive. One very successfiil transition involved a pastor who
described himself as assertive and directive following a pastor who was intentionally
non-directive. The change was perceived as very positive by the congregation. Another
transition involved the opposite dynamic. A quite non-directive pastor succeeded one
who was known to be a "benevolent dictator." That transition, too, was successful.
The most common distinction made in regard to pastoral leadership styles was
described in the language of "chaplain" versus "equipper." Several persons succeeded
pastors whom they perceived as trying to provide personal care for each member of the
church. Those who remarked on this were clear they did not see the chaplaincy model as
healthy or productive. Their goal was to help the church see the pastor as the one who
equips church members for ministry. "I am not the minister of this church!
"
one stated
repeatedly and forcefully. Two of the pastors experienced significant struggle in moving
the church to a new understanding of the role ofpastor. Another explained how the
transition was made with virtually no disruption. "I met them where they were, and we
went from there." He knew he could not build an effective church by being everyone's
personal chaplain, so he began by knowing and loving them and then teaching biblical
principles ofministry and the use of spiritual gifts.
Some of the participants related the need to adapt their leadership styles to new
situations. One pastor described the move from two small rural congregations where he
was the only staffperson to a large suburban church where he was senior pastor with a
sizable staff. Although he recognized the need to change his leadership style in the new
setting, he still found himself trying to be involved in every group and every decision.
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He quickly realized the need to equip members to minister and share leadership more
effectively with staff Another pastor described the development ofhis leadership style
as he too moved to a larger congregation and as the church grew and changed:
I came in with a pastoral model because I knew the people would be
hurting, and they needed someone to love them. I then transitioned into a
management style for the middle years, and now I have moved from being
an administrator to being more of a leader, trying to cast a vision and
getting people to realize where God wants to take us. I am still growing in
that role.
Making Changes
All of the pastors interviewed had something to say about making changes. Most
acknowledged the common wisdom discouraging changes in the first year, but they
diverged widely in their opinions and practice regarding change. Some expressed the
insight that a new pastor is himself or herself a huge change for the congregation. One
said: "I think it is a lot for a church to absorb the presence of a new person in the first
year." Another remarked, "There were a lot of [changes] that were not intended. My
style was different, and so I probably instituted change without realizing I was doing it."
One pastor stated she was constantly surprised by people's comments on how much
change had taken place. She had tried to minimize change but realized the change was
simply a byproduct ofher being a different person.
Most participants said they did not make many changes in the first year. When
pressed to list the changes they did institute, they described more change than they first
acknowledged. One said, "I probably went two or three years before I really tried to
change anj^hing." Then he talked about a new program and two significant worship
changes made in the first few months.
Some of the pastors did make intentional efforts to minimize change. Three
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reflected on sage advice from mentors:
"When you go into a new appointment, don't try to plow too deep a flirrow."
"Every church is like an ocean liner. You can change the direction, but don't do it
too quickly or the ship will capsize."
"Just love them, and when they know you love them you can get away with
anything."
One pastor promised on arrival to make no changes in the first year in an effort to
build a foundation for a trusting relationship. Another made an effort to minimize
change, saying, "1 wanted people to be comfortable. But 1 also wanted them to recognize
1 was a leader, and so I made some minor changes but nothing huge."
In contrast to the minimalists, others took a "go for broke" approach to making
changes. Two, in particular, made sweeping changes from the start. "I changed virtually
everything the first day I walked in," stated one young pastor whose fransition was
particularly positive and free of conflict. Another pastor, also young, listed the changes
he made in the first year. He removed the pulpit after three weeks, would not wear a robe
for leading worship, restructured all committees, changed the format of the early morning
worship service, and instituted physical changes in the sanctuary. His age, personality,
theological perspective, and ministry priorities were significantly different from those of
his predecessor. Initial, sometimes intense conflict over the changes gave way within the
first year to significant growth and renewed vitality in the church.
Not all who made rapid changes landed on their feet. Some of the unhappiest
transitions were accompanied by early changes. Most changes were in the area of
worship. One new pastor looked at the existing order ofworship and moved the sermon
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from the middle of the service to the end. Another immediately moved the sermon from
the end to the middle. Both said they were very uncomfortable with the existing order of
worship and stated, "I have very strong feelings about where the sermon should be in the
service." Strong feelings about what is theologically and pastorally correct but with very
different conclusions. Both pastors followed predecessors ofnine years tenure and both
experienced immediate resistance ("chaos" and "panic") in response to the changes.
If I Could Start Over Again...
Study participants were asked what they would do differently given the benefit of
twenty/twenty hindsight. A few indicated they would take a slower approach to making
changes. One wished he had spent more time building consensus within the congregation
before instituting change. He would also give more attention to building relationships
with those having difficulty with the transition. One of the pastors who made radical
changes in worship said he would still make the changes but would do so gradually,
perhaps one element at a time over several months. He realized in retrospect that worship
is the church's most visible arena and changes in worship invited immediate antagonism
from those still mourning the former pastor. On the other hand, the pastor who removed
the pulpit in the first month simply replied, "I would have waited another three weeks.. . .
maybe."
Not everyone would be more cautious given a second chance. In fact, more
pastors responded they would makefaster changes rather than fewer changes. One said,
"If I had it to do over again I probably would make more drastic changes to establish my
leadership earlier on. It probably would have created a little more conflict but I think in
the long run it would have been healthier." Two of the pastors indicated they would
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have acted more quickly to remove problem persons from the paid or volunteer staff. Not
doing so was perceived as a weakness in leadership skill. Another pastor wished he had
restructured the church earlier, organizing people into ministry teams rather than
perpetuating a bureaucratic structure that inhibited ministry.
The two pastors whose transitions might be considered the smoothest of the
twenty indicated that they would do nothing differently. Interestingly, both pastors are
significantly different from their predecessors in age, style, and personality. One made
radical changes in the church from the start; the other attempted to make no changes at
all.
Several pastors wished they had spent more time visiting people in homes, and
one realized that neglecting to know the leaders better was a significant mistake. Another
concluded that "paying the rent" by doing more basic pastoral work at the start would
have allowed him to lead in new directions sooner. And one pastor would now choose to
enter the appointment with a spirit ofhumility rather than arrogance. Three pastors
agonized over the development of significant problems, including drug use, with their
teenage children and wished they had taken parental responsibilities more seriously by
giving more time to their families and less to their churches. And finally, five of the
participants (25 percent of the total) indicated that knowing what they now know, they
would have refiised to take the new appointment.
Self-Identified Factors for Success or Failure
Of the twenty pastors interviewed, thirteen described the fransition as successfiil
to varying degrees. Five indicated the transition was not successfiil, and two would say
the jury is still out.
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Three of the participants appeared to actually succeed themselves and have
established their leadership after a difficult interim period. One said, "I had to ride the
waves for several years before I could really start to be the leader of the church." He
attributes the change to two factors: "First, I took a larger role in being a change agent.
Second, after five or six years we had buried more than half the congregation." Another
pastor said this: "For three or four years I played the role of interim pastor. Then 1 was
able to succeed myself It took that long to deal with the transitional issues before I could
settle into a fruitfiil ministry."
Study participants were asked to identify the primary factors that caused their
transition to be successfiil or not. Three pastors mentioned predecessors as key factors in
their success. "My predecessor's graciousness was crucial," said one. Another expressed
appreciation for his predecessor's refusal to come back for weddings and fiinerals. He
believed his eventual success was only possible because the former pastor was not
physically present, thereby diminishing comparisons. A third was resolute in describing
the efforts ofhis predecessor in the transition as the most important factor leading to
success.
Two participants cited predecessors as the primary factor contributing to a
miserable pastorate. One predecessor left the community for a new position but
continued to come back for weddings and to visit members of the church. The other
remained in the congregation and has been unable to detach from the role of pastor.
The largest number of respondents (eight) stated that the congregation was
responsible for the transition's success or failure. The congregation's readiness for
change and receptivity to new leadership made the fransition work. One pastor described
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the people this way: "Their hearts were ready. That was the key. They were hungry for
change, and they simply let me in." Another pastor spoke of a mutual openness on the
part of the congregation and the new pastor. Even though sweeping changes were made
in the transition, all parties maintained a readiness to listen and a willingness to forgive
mistakes.
Without exception, the pastors experiencing the most difficult transitions blamed
the congregations (five respondents). One described the church as unspiritual and
uninterested in being anything other than a social club. The others reported attempts by
the congregations to thwart leadership. "1 just wasn't accepted," said one. "My gifts and
graces were ignored."
Although the pastors were reluctant to proclaim their own role in successfiil
transitions, seven did mention aspects of their leadership as primary factors. One said he
succeeded by honoring his predecessor's ministry, being willing to change, being "real,"
and having a clear vision for the church. Another remarked, "I didn't betray their trust. I
put energy into knowing them and understanding them, getting a handle on their history."
Another gave primary credit to the congregation but modestly added, "1 haven't totally
blown it myself."
Only one participant took primary responsibility for an unsuccessful transition.
He agreed with the congregation's assessment that his leadership was weak. "I was
perceived as a push-over," he said. "Then when I started making changes it was too
late."
Only one pastor specifically mentioned God ("the Holy Spirit") as a primary
factor in a successful transition. One other did remark, however, on the congregation's
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commitment to prayer, and another cited the assurance ofGod's direction in the match of
congregation and pastor.
The role of theological perspectives held by predecessors, congregations, and
pastors has not been a focus of this study. One pastor, however, identified the fact that
his theology was similar to his predecessor's and the congregation's as a key factor in his
success. Another pastor indicated he was chosen for his new position largely because his
theological position was compatible with his predecessor's. The appointment was a
disaster. Theology was less important in that case than leadership style and personality.
Capacity for Self-Reflection
Increasingly obvious in the interview process was the fact that some persons have
a greater capacity for self-reflection than others. Although all participants were willing to
share information, at times the interviewer needed to "read between the lines" to get the
fiill story. Persons tended to focus on the issues or situations that were obvious-
troublesome parishioners, for example-rather than delving into less tangible matters
regarding their own role in the transition. Closely related to the capacity for self-
reflection are issues of character. The inner selfof the succeeding pastor-attitude,
strength, understanding- was evident in the interviews though not specifically spoken of
by the participants.
Summary of Interviews
The pastors interviewed seemed eager to share their stories. Even those initially
reticent spoke freely of the experience of following a long-term pastor. Some were truly
excited about the good things unfolding in their places ofministry. Others were in deep
pain and clearly wanted to share their experiences with a colleague. One of the
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participants asked me to pray for him at the conclusion of the interview. On two other
occasions, 1 initiated prayer because it seemed appropriate.
Greater analysis of the interview findings will be presented in Chapter 5. At this
point, however, the data could be sunmiarized as follows:
First, the predecessor impacted every transition in the way he or she left the
pastoral role and continued to function in the congregational system. Whether the
predecessor left the community or remained in the church seemed less important than the
choices he or she made in relating to the congregation and supporting the new pastor.
Second, the congregation played an important role in every transition by choosing
to receive or reject the new pastor. Wherever an affectionate bond had existed between
pastor and people, a healthy process of grieving and letting go was critical. Even where
griefwas not as evident, the obvious readiness of the people indicated they had made a
mental and emotional transition.
Third, the incoming pastor's ability to read the congregation and exert
appropriate leadership was an essential component in every transition. No set
formula for success was evident from the interviews. Those who were able to do the
right things at the right time succeeded. Those who neglected to do so, or were not able
to, did not.
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CHAPTER 5
Summary and Conclusions
Twenty pastors shared the experience of following a long-term pastor into a new
appointment. Each situation presented challenges and each new appointment held the
possibility ofbeing a short-term interim. Some of the pastors succeeded beyond
anyone's expectations. Others experienced intense turmoil and moved on to other
ministries. Chapter 4 details the responses of those pastors to a series of questions
focusing on the roles of predecessor, congregation, and successor. The concluding pages
of this study attempt to summarize that material and draw helpfiil conclusions.
Interview transcripts were examined to see if the experiences ofparticipants
would confirm the literature review in Chapter 2. In fact, the stories ofparticipants did
parallel themes found in existing literature on pastoral transitions. Much of the material
in this chapter will confirm the truth of those sources. Beyond the categories explored
through questions, issues of character were identified affecting each player in the
transitions. The character issues served to make or break the situations and were key
factors leading to success or failure.
The Interview Process
Study participants were interviewed over a period of nearly three months. The
large majority were quite interested in the dissertation topic and were eager to share their
experiences. The interview process unfolded as planned, with participants free-
associating on the three primary questions. In order to limit the conversation to
approximately forty-five minutes, some participants had to be stopped or re-directed at
points with the probe questions. None of the participants found it difficult to recall
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information to share about the experience of following a long-term pastor. Only two of
the twenty hesitated to share freely; those participants were concerned about anonymity.
Major Findings
The material in this chapter is broken into three sections reflecting the three
players in pastoral transitions-the predecessor, the congregation, and the successor.
Under each section is a description of how reality parallels the literature. Following is a
commentary on related issues of character. The section on successors is the lengthiest
since the most critical factors in pastoral fransitions appear to be the responsibility of the
new pastor.
The Essential Role of the Predecessor
The literature on administrative and pastoral succession prepared the researcher to
observe the instability present during pastoral transitions. A component of instability is
the uncertainty and ambiguity surrounding the departure of the former leader (Grusky
107). Accounts ofhow predecessors prepared themselves and their congregations for
their exit were fascinating. Also interesting were stories ofpastors remaining in
congregations after retirement.
The literature on boundary ambiguity provides a helpfiil reference to understand
the dynamics present when a pastor steps aside from his or her role in a congregation.
Boss described the ambiguity of persons who are physically present but psychologically
absent as well as those who are physically absent but psychologically present (Boss 8).
Study participants frequently spoke ofpredecessors whose memories were large in the
minds of church members. Though physically absent (they had left the community), the
people continued to order their activities and pattems of thinking around the priorities
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and style of a former pastor.
Other predecessors were physically present (they had retired and stayed), but
psychologically absent. A small number of pastors described such predecessors whose
ongoing influence was minimal despite their presence. More common were stories of
former pastors present in the congregation and continuing to exert influence. For most,
the predecessor's presence was at least somewhat problematic. However, only one
described that presence as debilitating to the new pastor's effectiveness. In contrast, one
of the most successfiil transitions involved a former pastor who remains a strong
influence but uses that influence wholly in support of his successor.
The most common issue regarding predecessors involved pastors who had moved
on to otherministry positions in other communities but continued to make contact with
members of the congregation. Many were willing, even anxious, to resume a pastoral
role through participation in weddings and fiinerals. A few continued to visit church
members in homes or counsel them by telephone. While there was some openness to
including former clergy in rites ofpassage such as weddings, most of the successors
viewed continued interaction by predecessors as more negative than positive.
Some of the most inspiring tales were of predecessors going beyond the normal
call of duty in assuring the success of the next pastor. Efforts to build up the new pastor
in the eyes of the congregation or to make the church or living situation more
comfortable are commendable. More common were examples of former pastors whose
focus was on their exit out rather than the new pastor's entrance in. An amazing number
of predecessors did not extend simple courtesies or provide basic information for
incoming pastors.
Danielson 92
The dynamic mentioned above is clearly an issue of character. Many pastors
described positive and negative situations involving their predecessors. A few of them
stepped away from specifics enough to be able to reflect on character. When Jamie
Stevens said that Cal Sheasley "loved the churches more than he loved himself," for
example, he was talking about character.
The most successfiil transitions took place when predecessors were able to step
away from the role ofpastor. That requires considerable ego strength. It requires a "self
that is not overly attached to vocation. Many pastors appear to have a strong need to be
needed. Unable to separate self from the pastoral role, some predecessors have
contributed to very difficult transitions. They continue to interfere in the dynamics of the
church because they are unable not to be the pastor.
An observation of the situations described by study participants is that former
pastors had either a negative, neutral, or positive influence in the life of the congregation
after they retired or moved to another position. Negative influencers either consciously
or unconsciously undercut the work of the successor through actively interfering in the
congregation's process ofbonding with the new pastor. Neutral predecessors were not
troublesome, they just never went out of their way to make the transition easier for their
successors. Positive influencers found frequent ways to support the successor through
their words and actions and did not engage in pastoral fiinctions that would undermine
the work of the new pastor
Common wisdom would suggest that pastors who remain in a community after
discontinuing their pastoral relationship-retiring pastors in particular-should stay away
from the church and find other places for fellowship and worship. The situations
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described in this study would indicate that the common wisdom is not always true. A
one-size-fits-all approach to ministry rarely works, and that is true in regard to pastoral
transitions. Whether a former pastor is physically present or not is not the primary issue.
What matters are the choices the predecessor makes in relating to the congregation and
supporting the new pastor. A pastor who has moved away can potentially do more
damage than another former pastor who is physically present. And a former pastor
present in the congregation can be an enormous asset. The key issue, therefore, is one of
character.
The Indispensable Role of the Congregation
If the predecessor has the task ofpreparing the way for the new pastor, the
congregation has the role ofmaking sure the way remains as uncluttered as possible.
Members of the church fiinction as gatekeepers, allowing the new pastor safe passage or
blocking the way to a positive relationship.
Much of the available literature regarding congregations in transition deals with
grief Kubler-Ross's stages ofgrief are clearly evident in the situations examined in this
study-denial, anger, bargaining, resignation, and acceptance. Griefwas most deeply felt
in churches whose relationship with the predecessor was especially lengthy and
affectionate.
Churches and pastors able to acknowledge griefwere able to move on more
quickly than those avoiding painfiil good-byes or neglecting rituals of departure. The
practice ofpastors retuming to visit parishioners or to participate in weddings seemed to
disrupt the griefprocess. Unlike a person who dies and is clearly gone, returning pastors
seemed to elicit confusion on the part of the congregation. Such confusion did not create
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a hospitable environment for the new pastor.
Congregations who properly grieved the loss of a beloved pastor seemed more
ready to start the process ofbuilding trust. Little sense ofbetrayal was felt in transferring
loyalty to the new pastor. Conversely, the churches experiencing boundary ambiguity-
"Is the former pastor gone or not?" or "What is the role of the retired pastor?"-took
longer to create a trusting relationship with the successor. Although the pastors
interviewed had some differing understandings ofbonding, those who claim they bonded
rapidly did so when the congregation had dealt effectively with grief.
Conflict in the congregations of this study seemed to center on start-up issues and
displaced issues from the past. The majority of conflict appeared related to the
unwillingness of congregations to deal honestly with their feelings about the transition.
As a result, people acted in ways that served to block the pastor's entrance to the church.
The churches described as "ready" and "open" did not dwell on the kinds of issues
provoking disruptive conflict in other churches.
A sort of collective maturity is required for churches to be effective in transition.
A unique aspect of the congregation's role is that many individuals are involved, as
opposed to one predecessor and one successor. Despite the variety of individuals present
in every church, the pastors interviewed generally described a personality for the
congregation as a whole. Some of the churches were essentially positive and open in the
transition while others were negative and closed. The maturity required to say good-bye,
maintain unity, and embrace new leadership is a character issue.
The Critical Role of the Successor
The most critical player in pastoral transitions appears to be the new pastor. That
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does not imply the others are unimportant. A troublesome predecessor or a hostile
congregation can in fact do much to thwart the efforts of a new pastor. Nevertheless, the
study indicated that pastors who flinctioned well in their new position did survive,
eventually if not immediately.
The existing body of literature regarding the role of the successor in pastoral
transitions focuses on leadership style. Start-up strategies are suggested by Schaller for
those wishing to increase influence. Competence, performance, creativity, knowledge,
and hard work are essential (Survival 46). Much of the literature on transitions centers on
the issue ofmaking changes. Most authors caution against change in the early months of
a pastorate, seeing it as self-defeating. Many of the persons interviewed for this study
would confirm the wisdom of that advice. Some adopted a policy of no change in the
first year, to their advantage. Others made significant changes and paid a high price.
One observation of this study is that no transition is change- free. The biggest and most
visible change is the pastor himself or herself That change is often all a church can
handle for a year or more. A conclusion of this study, however, is that the common
wisdom on making change cannot be universally applied. Some of the most successfiil
transitions studied involved radical changes from the start.
None of the interviews disproved the existing literature, and only the issue of
making changes was significantly challenged. Much of what was discovered through the
interviews was related to character rather than the specific actions ofministry. The
following statements summarize the most significant conclusions of this study regarding
the role of the pastor in transitions.
Ego strength undergirds effective leadership. One of the pastors interviewed
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expected resistance to the sweeping changes he initiated in the first months of his new
appointment. When chaos reigned after four weeks, this confident pastor reminded
himself that the changes were necessary. When the personal attacks came and he wasn't
sure when, and if, the battles would end, he calmly persisted with his plan. Within nine
months the church tumed a comer. The pastor's strong, but not cocky, leadership had
won the respect of the congregation and led them to a more fruitful ministry.
Another pastor was enormously bothered by the presence ofhis predecessor in the
congregation. Week after week his resentment deepened and references by parishioners
to the former pastor chipped away at his confidence. He and his wife sank into
depression asking, "What have we done wrong? Why won't they accept us?" When
interviewed about his experience of several years, the pastor answered every question by
referring to the impossible situation his predecessor created.
Ego strength might be defined as having a sfrong sense of self that allows one to
act with confidence and not be unduly influenced by others or by situations beyond one's
control. Study participants expressing that kind of ego strength inevitably succeeded in
their new appointment.
There is no substitute for love. One congregation sent "spies" to the church led
by the young man who would soon be their pastor. He was preaching that Sunday on his
favorite topic-love. They retumed to spread the word, "He's got the right message!"
Beaten down by a self-proclaimed "prophet," the people warmed to the new pastor who
not only preached love but showed through his actions how much he cared for them.
Another pastor spewed contempt throughout his interview. The people of the
congregation were deceitful, resistant, ungratefiil, and lazy. His predecessor had given
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him a bad deal. The sneer on his face said it all. There was no love for the people God
had sent him to serve. The observations he described were formed on arrival, and the
bitterness he felt toward his predecessor was deep. Little improvement in the situation
appears likely unless there is a change of heart, beginning with the pastor.
People respond to love. One pastor was actually told by the Pastor Parish
Relations Committee at their first meeting, "We just want someone who likes people."
Perhaps saying that all that matters is love is overly simplistic, but without love no pastor
can succeed.
Self-awareness makes for effective pastoring. One of the study participants
made numerous references to her own style, personality, and ministry priorities. She was
candid about some ofher limitations and shared mixed feelings about having her
predecessor present in the church. From an outsider's standpoint, the match of pastor and
congregation, after a particularly long prior pastorate, did not look promising. But in fact
the transition has been quite successful.
Another pastor had all kinds of insight into the dysfunction ofhis congregation.
He said the people were unwilling to let him lead despite his excellent efforts. But the
more he talked, the more questions were raised in the interviewer's mind about his self-
awareness. He could not see the rather obvious role he played in the breakdown of
communication in the church.
Without self-awareness, pastors continue to repeat unhealthy pattems and never
see the relationship between their actions and the response of the congregation.
Understanding one's assets and liabilities is especially critical when navigating the tricky
waters following a long pastorate.
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Understanding congregational dynamics is half the battle. One of the pastors
interviewed could not comprehend why people did not respect his authority. Yet he
obviously did not understand how the congregation functioned, what they valued, and
what they needed in a leader. He listed the problems he saw in the church but had no
clue how to address them. Sadly, the conversation was a sort of "exit interview" among
the boxes packed for his new appointment.
Another pastor talked of the dynamics of the congregation she served in terms of
systems. She understood the impact of the church's history and the need to address
issues previously unresolved. In four years the congregation made significant needed
changes as the pastor wisely utilized the existing systems of the church to guide the
people toward a better fiiture.
Pastors need the capacity to see the big picture of the church if they are to succeed
in any new pastorate. Understanding the dynamics of a specific congregation is
especially crucial when following a long-term pastor, since those dynamics are deeply
rooted. A new pastor had better understand the church's culture and be familiar with its
life-cycle ifhe or she hopes to be an effective leader.
Persistence can turn the tide. The study participants who in effect succeeded
themselves after a rocky start illustrate the importance of persistence. One of the pastors
was sure he was destined to be an interim pastor only but never felt a particular call to
leave. To his surprise, the dynamics shifted after several years, and he began to
experience a powerful and fruitful ministry. He would have missed out on the blessings
of the years that followed ifhe had left too soon. Unfortunately, some of the pastors
interviewed appeared to have burned bridges early in their pastorates, making eventual
Danielson 99
bonding with the congregation difficult or impossible.
The Three Players Together
The basic premise of this study is that the three players in a pastoral transition
following a long-term pastorate-predecessor, congregation, and successor-must play
their parts well if the transition is to be effective. This study has demonstrated that
premise to be true. The most successfiil transitions occurred when all three players were
fiilly committed to making the change work. The most disastrous changes occurred in
situations where none of the three played their parts well. The majority of the cases
studied, of course, fell somewhere in between. Predecessors were moderately supportive
or neutral in their influence. Congregations adopted a wait-and-see attitude. Pastors
struggled for months with their own feelings about the change. When enough factors
eventually tipped the balance for the good, a positive relationship formed. Similarly,
situations that appeared to have potential for success eventually disintegrated without the
necessary on-going efforts to succeed.
No absolute formula for success or failure involving the three players can be
stated. It appears, however, that the predecessor can have tremendous influence for good
but that the lack of that can be compensated for if the congregation and pastor play their
parts well. The congregation seems to be the most flexible of the three, responding to the
influence of the predecessor and/or successor, but no instance was observed of a
successfiil transition where the congregation was not at least moderately supportive of the
new pastor at the start. Ultimately, the most critical player of the three is the new pastor.
If he or she deploys wisdom, skill, character, and love, the likelihood is great that the
transition will eventually succeed despite obstacles placed by the predecessor or
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congregation. Far better, though, for all three to cooperate for the sake of the kingdom.
The "Fourth Player"
This study did not specifically set out to identify the role of a fourth player or
factor in transitions-God. The biblical/theological material in chapter 2 describes the
transition experiences of Joshua and Rehoboam. God made his choice of Joshua as
successor to Moses clear, and Joshua was committed to obeying and trusting God.
Rehoboam, on the other hand, was the natural successor to Solomon whose
unfaithfiilness was leading to a divided kingdom. The legacy of unfaithfulness to God
contributed greatly to Rehoboam's failure as a leader.
Only a few participants made reference to the role ofGod in the transition,
perhaps because the question was not specifically asked. Those who did reference God
spoke ofprayer and assurance as critical to the process. One pastor was thankfiil for
church members who began praying for their new pastor before he was chosen. Another
related the deep assurance he felt regarding his call that sustained him through the
transition.
Pastoral transitions are certain to be more successful when all parties recognize
the need to rely on God for direction and wisdom. The study made clear that pastoral
appointments that make sense on paper do not always succeed. Conversely,
appointments that might seem unlikely to work can in fact be quite successful. Reliance
on God through sustained prayer by congregations, pastors, the bishop, and the cabinet is
essential to assure effective appointments following long-term pastorates.
Implications for Existing Body of Knowledge
Most of the conclusions of this study are consistent with the existing literature on
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pastoral transitions. Little has been published on the specific circumstance of following a
long-term pastor, but the principles applying to transitions in general hold true for
following lengthy pastorates. Pastors entering those situations, however, need to form a
start-up strategy with extra care since the normal dynamics of transition are exaggerated.
In other words, the reluctance of predecessors and congregations to let go and move on is
likely to be deeper than in pastorates of shorter length.
The existing literature on pastoral transitions tends to emphasize the immediate,
obvious issues of transition. Focusing on matters such as the correct time to make
changes in worship, however, may cause pastors to overlook deeper and more important
issues related to character. An adequate and more complete perspective on pastoral
transitions must give attention to the motives and heart of each player in the transition,
particularly those of the incoming pastor.
Practical Implications
The increasing length of pastorates in the United Methodist Church suggests that
attention must be given to the changing dynamics of pastoral succession. More pastors
will deal with the issues inherent to following long-term predecessors. The church must
ask itself this question: "As we are more intentional about creating long-term pastorates,
will we also help those following long-term pastors to succeed?" This study has
demonstrated the importance ofhaving a wise and informed strategy for entering such
pastorates.
The most obvious practical implication of this study is the need to more
adequately prepare persons for transition. The Westem New York Conference formerly
provided "Start-up" retreats for pastors entering new appointments. The retreats were
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discontinued at least ten years ago for reasons that are uncertain. This study would imply
the need to prepare all of the players in the transition-the predecessor, the congregation,
and the new pastor. That, of course, would be far more complicated than just sending the
new pastors to a retreat. Perhaps a process could be developed for involving both pastors
in a retreat setting and then leading the congregation through the issues of transition.
Beside the logistical difficulties ofgetting all those people together or providing a
forum for each is the underlyingmatter of collegiality. The researcher was disheartened
by the obvious sense of competition evident in some of the interviews. A sad number of
colleagues disrespect, despise, or are threatened by brothers and sisters in ministry based
on transition issues. Perhaps such a reaction is inevitable or might be considered justified
by either party. Nevertheless, professional clergy need to be able to move beyond the
issues that can separate colleagues. One recommendation would be for predecessors and
colleagues to take ongoing, positive action to assure a good relationship and to dialogue
about emerging issues, both before and after the transition. This may seem unrealistic,
but we ought to expect enough emotional maturity from our clergy to allow this to
happen. Alienation of colleagues gives congregations permission to forsake a positive
role in the transition. Positive transitions require that all players truly love the church,
giving up the right to be offended by colleagues and choosing what will be best for the
congregation.
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APPENDIX A
Invitation to Study Participants
Rick Danielson
266 Central Avenue Fredonia, New York 1 4063
March 1,2000
Dear ,
I am writing to request your participation in the study I am doing for my doctor of
ministry dissertation through Asbury Theological Seminary. The focus of the study is
pastoral transitions following pastorates of a long tenure. I would like you to be one of
twenty subjects in the study because you match the following criteria:
� You have followed a pastor who served for nine years or longer in the appointment
you entered, and
� you are in at least your second year in that appointment, or
� if you have moved on it was within the last six years, and
� you are a member of the Westem New York Annual Conference.
If you are willing to participate in the study, I will arrange to meet with you at a time and
place that is convenient for you. You will take part in a semi-stmctured taped interview
lasting approximately 45 minutes. All responses will be kept confidential; individuals
will not be identified in the written project.
I expect to begin the interviews in the near fiiture. My goal is to complete them by
annual conference in June and then write the bulk of the project in July.
Your willingness to consider this project is much appreciated. Much has been written
about pastoral transitions in general, but very little has been written about the dynamics
of following long-term pastors. Your involvement will help add to the currently limited
body ofknowledge on this topic-and perhaps will help others through uncharted waters.
Please feel free to respond to this invitation or direct your questions to the e-mail address
listed above. I will plan to contact you by phone within the next two weeks.
Sincerely,
Rick Danielson
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APPENDIX B
Confirmation Letter to Study Participants
Rick Danielson
266 Central Avenue Fredonia, New York 1 4063
March 20, 2000
Dear ,
Thanks for being willing to help with my dissertation project. As per our conversation,
your interview will be held at the following time and place:
Friday, March 31, 11:00 a.m. at your office.
Please take time to review the enclosed 2-page article on Life Cycle Theory, asking
yourself:
� Where was the church in its life cycle when I entered the appointment?
� Where was I in my own life cycle when I entered the appointment?
I look forward to seeing you soon!
Rick Danielson
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APPENDIX C
Interview Questions
Role of Predecessor
1 . How did your predecessor fit into the picture of your transition?
Probe Questions:
� What was your relationship like with the former pastor?
� How did his or her presence or absence affect your ministry?
� What did you communicate to the congregation regarding your feelings for him or
her?
Role ofCongregation
2. How did the congregation deal with the change?
Probe Questions:
� Did people grieve for the former pastor in healthy ways?
� Where was the church in its life cycle when you arrived?
� Was the culture of the church and community comfortable for you?
� Did the trust level increase or decrease during your first year?
� Did bonding with the congregation happen quickly? Slowly? Not at all?
� Did generational issues become apparent or difficult during the transition?
� What level of conflict was present at end of first year? 3 years? Currently?
Role of Pastor
3. How did you fiinction as the pastor in your new setting?
Probe Questions:
� Where were you in your own life cycle when you arrived?
� Did your life cycle complement the life cycle of the congregation?
� What was your leadership style in your first year? Did it change in succeeding
years?
� What kind of changes did you make during the first one and three years of your
pastorate? Looking back, were they wise changes?
� Do you consider the transition to be successfiil or unsuccessfiil?
� What were the most important factors leading to success or a lack of success?
� What would you do differently today ifyou were beginning again in the same
pastorate?
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